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ABSTRACT
Reef, Anne Margaret. Ph.D. The University of Memphis. May 2012. Try These:
Tackling Representations of Rugby in Recent South African Texts. Major Professor:
Lorinda B. Cohoon.
Rugby in South Africa has long been an important facet of white, male, and Afrikaner
culture. Scholars concur that the sport has been profoundly associated with Afrikaner
nationalism and power, and with the violences of the apartheid state. As a corollary,
rugby has also been related to and influenced by constructions of apartheid hegemonic
masculinity.
This study examines representations of rugby in selected texts. Identifying a trope, it
argues that in these works, rugby is used as a metonym to relate (in the sense of both “to
narrate” and “to connect”) other forms of violence in South African society. These
include racism, homophobia, detention, torture, censorship, and xenophobia.
John Carlin’s book Playing the Enemy: Nelson Mandela and the Game That Made a
Nation and the film Invictus, directed by Clint Eastwood, kick off discussion in this
study. Four novels, Alan Paton’s Too Late, the Phalarope; Damon Galgut’s The Beautiful
Screaming of Pigs; Mark Behr’s Embrace; J. M. Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians,
and Neill Blomkamp’s film District 9, constitute the project’s core. Several poems and
Behr’s short stories “Boy” and “Esprit de Corps” supplement discussion.
The study’s theoretical underpinnings include Marxism, postcolonialism, masculinity
and queer theory, and sport sociology and history. The project is undergirded by the
violence studies theory tendered by Peace Studies scholar Johan Galtung. He argues that
there are three kinds of violence: direct (somatic) violence, structural, and cultural. These
work together to facilitate exploitation, a defining feature of a violent structure.
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This is the first sustained study of representations of rugby in South African texts. Its
foundation in literary texts offers an unusual way to examine how violence functions in
society. The project exposes the ways in which sport is implicated in popular culture and
represented in literature as such. This dissertation would interest scholars of literature,
African and South African studies, history, anthropology, psychology, sociology, gender
studies, sports studies, international studies and political science, postcolonial studies,
and popular culture.
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CHAPTER ONE
“THEY TREASURE SPRINGBOK RUGBY”
Everybody is reading out papers and saying things about literature that I
didn’t even know existed: negritude this, black consciousness that, Achebe
this and Ngugi that, discourse this, of course that. Colonialism, liberation,
Frantz Fanon . . . my feeling is this writing is harder than I thought. (Chris
van Wyk Shirley, Goodness and Mercy 269)
“[I]t is taken for granted that one of the tasks of our writers and artists is to
comment insightfully on South African society and social phenomena—
and isn’t the overriding popularity of our major sports one such
phenomenon?” (Chris Thurman Sport Versus Art 24)
Introduction
Rugby is an important facet of South African culture.
Without detracting from its deliberately sweeping nature, this assertion may also be
modified:
Rugby is a central facet of white South African culture.
Rugby is a central facet of male South African culture.
Rugby is a central facet of Afrikaner culture.
And, most especially, rugby is, and has for years, been a focus of (white) male
Afrikaner culture. From about the turn of the twentieth century until 1995, and with
lingering effect thereafter, it was related to Afrikaner nationalism and power, and the
violence of the apartheid state.
This project began when I noticed a distinct and consistent trope of rugby—
representations overt and covert— in several important contemporary South African
texts. Other than realistically representing the society in which the writers were working,
what is the role of these representations? I wondered. How do they function, and why so?
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What is their effect? How do they relate to each other, why are they relevant and why do
those who write about rugby feel so compelled by it?
I hope to answer some of these questions and to show that in the selected texts, South
African writers and filmmakers are doing more than realistically contextualizing their
work. Instead, I argue, they are using the game and its associations to relate (in the sense
of both “to narrate” and “to connect”) other forms of violence in South African society.
Essentially, this dissertation will show, the works discussed here use rugby as a metonym
for other kinds of violence.
Primary Texts
The texts on which this dissertation focuses are books, short stories, and films; several
poems are also discussed in the context of the longer works. John Carlin’s creative nonfiction text, Playing the Enemy: Nelson Mandela and the Game That Made a Nation
(2008), and the film Invictus (2009), directed by Clint Eastwood, launch the study. Four
novels, Too Late, the Phalarope (1953) by Alan Paton, The Beautiful Screaming of Pigs
(1991) by Damon Galgut, Embrace (2000) by Mark Behr, and J. M. Coetzee’s Waiting
for the Barbarians (1982), as well as Neill Blomkamp’s film District 9 (2009), constitute
the core of the project. Two short stories by Behr, “Boy” (2009) and “Esprit de Corps”
(2009), are used to supplement my reading of his novel.
This study might have been much larger in scope—there are no South African texts
that I have yet encountered that do not represent violence(s). I have selected these sources
because, within the bounds of a manageable size for the project, they are the most rich
and relevant in the context of my argument. Nevertheless, my choices make me
vulnerable to a serious criticism: my study includes in its primary texts only the work of
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white men, a gesture that may be read as a perpetuation of the white hegemonic
masculinity with which this project implicitly takes issue. But, because of this patriarchal
masculinity, there is a dearth of South African literature by women and writers who are
not white that offer representations of rugby, or of its associated culture. This is because
the social and political history of rugby meant that it was, during apartheid and even now,
a game promoted for white boys. As such, it appears to be white men who have had the
most profound experiences regarding the nature of the game and the implications of
playing it—biographical information about the South African authors/directors whose
work is included here suggests that all played or were exposed to rugby, at least at a
school level. Also, until apartheid ended, relatively few writers of color had the
opportunities to publish their work; to compound the disadvantage of a writer’s race, a
literary work also had to be in English, not the first language of most black South
Africans, to have a critical mass of readers in South Africa and internationally to warrant
a publisher’s investment. There are, therefore, fewer published texts by writers who are
not white. Identifying and limiting literary theory and criticism of South African
literature by racial production is not new—Coetzee’s study White Writing: On the
Culture of Letters in South Africa (1988) examines the work of white writers’
relationships to the landscape. As Coetzee noticed that white writers were particularly
drawn to representations of the farm, my reading suggests to me that important white
male authors and filmmakers are compelled by rugby and write it into their texts. It
appears that while women and writers of color are aware of the issues surrounding the
sport, they do not in significant ways tackle it head on. In a sense, the profusion of texts
by male writers validates the arguments of the dissertation—anxieties and insights about
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their relation to the sport, to masculinity, and to Afrikaner nationalism spur white males’
interest in using representations of rugby as a metonym in their texts.
Some Important Terms: Rugby, Metonym, and Violence
The Oxford English Dictionary Online defines a “sport” as “[a]n activity involving
physical exertion and skill, esp. (particularly in modern use) one regulated by set rules or
customs in which an individual or team competes against another or others.” Rugby, then,
is a sport.
Mythology holds that rugby began in 1823 at Rugby, an English boys’ school. A
plaque at the school describes how a student, William Webb Ellis, “with a fine disregard
for the rules of football as played in his time first took the ball in his arms and ran with it,
thus originating the distinctive feature of the rugby game.” Scholars agree that this is
apocryphal—there is no evidence, even anecdotal, that Webb Ellis was responsible for
any innovations. Nevertheless, the misrepresentation enshrined on the plaque was
supported by the playing of a “commemorative game” at the school in 1923. Further
incorrectly suggesting Web Ellis’s initial involvement is the name of the Rugby World
Cup’s evidence of victory, the William Webb Ellis Trophy, which was first awarded in
1987. But it is true that it was during the nineteenth century that rugby as we know it was
codified, and that its culture, one that still attaches to it and makes it a useful literary
metonym, developed. A brief history of rugby generally and in South Africa situates the
sport for this study.
For millennia, games of all kinds have been played all over the world. From about the
eleventh century, various kinds of football games developed, especially in England.
During the first half of the nineteenth century, some of these were honed to become more
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rugby-like; these were played especially in British public schools, but with local
variations and student-devised rules—Thomas Hughes’s Tom Brown’s Schooldays, set in
the 1830s, represents one of these. The sport was named in 1841-42, and its first set of
laws was written in 1845 by William Delafield Arnold (Thomas Arnold’s son) and two
others. Robert Archer and Antoine Bouillon claim that rugby was played in most English
and Scottish schools by the 1860s.
Rugby was, along with other sports and aspects of British culture, exported to the
colonies. In 1862, an Englishman, George Ogilvie, headmaster of Bishops, a boys’ school
in Cape Town, introduced rugby into South Africa. Interest at school, college, and club
level spread in South Africa, as it did elsewhere, especially in the United Kingdom and
New Zealand. Two important universities in the Cape, the English-medium University of
Cape Town, and the Afrikaans-language University of Stellenbosch, soon also
appropriated rugby. Early rivalries like the one between these universities have endured,
but they gained importance as race and ethnicity became nationally significant, and the
institutions became vested in and metonymic of white South African subcultures.
The first international rugby match, between England and Scotland, took place in
1871. This further publicized the game and invested it with nationalistic fervor. The first
South African clubs were formed in 1871 and the first provincial rugby unions in 1883.
South Africa’s Rugby Board, the sport’s national administrator, was established in 1889,
and an International Rugby Football Board, with South Africa as a founding member, a
year later. South Africa played host to the first official international Rugby Union tour in
1891—during this, the British trounced their opponents. In 1895, however, a schism in
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rugby emerged and rugby diversified into “rugby union,” dominant in South Africa, and,
of no concern to this project, “rugby league.”
In 1903, South Africa, playing at home, beat the British touring team. This, coming at
the end of the Anglo-Boer war, must have been invested with at least some Afrikaner
nationalistic sentiment. But another important rivalry was brewing, the enduring one
between the Springboks and New Zealand All Blacks.
It was at the beginning of a successful tour to Britain in 1906 that the Springboks took
their name, the emblem of the small South African antelope, and their colors of green and
gold. The Springbok name and logo, which later came to represent all South African
national sports teams, became a signifier of apartheid sport and was much reviled by
South Africans of color. As such, after the transition to multiparty democracy in 1994,
the national sports teams became known as Proteas instead, and they now sport the logo
of the country’s national flower. However, after a bitter and highly political battle that
exposed recalcitrant white and Afrikaner commitment to the game and its privileged
place in South African culture, the national rugby team retained its ninety-year old
signifier. During this debate, Nelson Mandela himself argued for restoration of the
Springbok name, emblem, and colors, pointing out to the South African Council on Sport
that Afrikaners, now partners in nation building, “treasure Springbok rugby.”
The years 1903-1956 were the glory days of Springbok rugby—Archer and Bouillon
point out that the Boks did not lose a test series during these fifty-three years. However, it
was during this time that the vibrant culture of black rugby at club level waned as blacks,
excluded for national consideration in sport and coming to identify rugby as the game of
their oppressors, turned enthusiastically to soccer.
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From the 1970s, due to international opposition to apartheid and South Africa’s
whites-only national team policy, the Springboks, to the chagrin of white South Africans,
began to be isolated from international rugby. As such, when the first Rugby World Cup
tournament was played in 1987, South Africa did not participate. But in 1995, after
formal apartheid’s dismantling, the tournament was hosted by South Africa, with a
thrilled “rainbow nation” uniting to witness their Springboks’ unexpected victory. The
team again won the Rugby World Cup in France in 2007. They have since played
numerous tournaments, tests, and individual games. At club and provincial level, rugby
thrives in South Africa, and every year, thousands of schoolboys are socialized into the
game and trained to play it at school. An important landmark in South African rugby
occurred in 2010, when the first rugby matches were played at the Orlando Stadium in
Soweto, near the epicenter of the outbreak of the 1976 Soweto Uprising. Rugby fans were
warmly welcomed by Orlando residents, and this was a major display of racial
reconciliation, especially if, as this dissertation proposes, rugby can be read as a metonym
for the kinds of violence associated with apartheid nationalism and the apartheid state.
A metonym is, of course, a literary device, a kind of metaphor that uses (the name of)
one thing to represent another thing (or cluster of things) with which it is associated.
Metonym is closely related to synecdoche, a similar kind of metaphor, through which the
whole of something represents a part of it, or the part the whole. For the purposes of this
project, it is not necessary to over distinguish between the terms; instead, it is their
capacity to function as a metaphor that is reciprocal that is important. So, in metonymic
terms, “rugby” here refers to the sport itself and to the culture surrounding it. Similarly,
rugby, and the name of the South African national team, the Springboks (affectionately
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known as “Bokke” or “Boks”), function in a reciprocally synecdochal relationship with
South African, especially white, male, Afrikaner, nationalistic culture, one which, in
literature certainly, is “violent.”
“Violence,” a common signifier, is one for which no adequate simile exists.
Generally, the word is taken to refer to the dynamic whereby the (physical) force of one
agent causes (bodily) harm to another. In terms of this description, rugby, like other
contact sports, is a violent game. Within its rules, physical assault by a player in the form
of tackling, blocking, rucking, and mauling other players who have very little, if any,
protective gear, constitutes fair, indeed suitably aggressive, play.
There are two important implications of rugby’s inherent violence. First, playing it is
likely to be physically traumatic to a player in that trauma is an injury to the physical
body. Second, because trauma causes pain, a dedicated player must be stoic. Rugby, then,
demands a player’s willingness to perform violence and to face it. As a corollary, a rugby
spectator is inevitably witness to violence and complicit in supporting it.
But representations of rugby in the texts at hand suggest that not only does the practice
of violence breach the boundaries of sport, but that corporal harm is the least subtle of an
array of violences that are less easily definable—at the very least, what is violent is that
which is not still or peaceful. Scholar and founder of the discipline International Peace
Research, Johan Galtung (1930—) offers a theoretical framework for discussing violence,
but does not insist on a definitive meaning for the term. Instead, he advocates for an
extended concept that includes “avoidable insults to basic human needs, and more
generally to life, lowering the real level of needs satisfaction below what is potentially
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possible” (“Cultural” 292).1 For Galtung, violence is inextricably related to perpetrating
or condoning social injustice. In the primary texts around which this dissertation
coalesces, rugby is, in intricate ways, both representative of important forms of social
injustice and an agent of them.
Critical Disposition
While there is always a dialectical relationship between a scholar’s personal and
professional subjectivity and his/her readings of the texts that are the focus of study, it is
less typical that the scholar might share so closely the dialectical experience of subject
formation with the writers of the texts he/she researches. But my own personal and
professional subjectivity, which so influences my critical stance, has been indelibly
shaped by my experience of being a South African who came of age during apartheid.
This is an identity and heritage to some extent shared by most of the authors about whom
I write; as such, a disclosure of the background to my own stance offers a glimpse into
what stands behind the concerns of my whole project. This discussion is best begun by
my briefly considering the history and nature of literary criticism.
Jonathan Culler, in “Critical Paradigms,” his introduction to an issue of PMLA that
focuses on literary criticism, draws on Jacques Rancière’s position that there are now
“two models” (906) of literary criticism; the first is evaluative, while the second is
interpretive or “expressive.” Culler says that it is the expressive model that has implicated
literary criticism with other kinds of theory—political, social, and economic, for
example, and this has lead to multidisciplinarity.

1

All italics and bolding used in this dissertation are in the original texts except for titles of
works and section titles, or where otherwise indicated in parentheses.
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A nuanced description of my own critical stance would take both models, and my
exposure to these, into account. My undergraduate training in English in South Africa as
1980 dawned was a rigorous one, but was, for several reasons, heavily rooted in the
evaluative model. The first reason was the legacy of an exacting and austere British
education in a South Africa still steeped in New Critical approaches; second was the
delay of South African academics, who were somewhat geographically isolated, to
assimilate as quickly as their Anglo-European colleagues the new theoretical approaches,
like postcolonial and queer theory, that were emerging. But perhaps most important was
the fact that academics in South African institutions often could not read or teach the
new, or even older, theoretical approaches: until apartheid’s dismantling in the early
1990s, Karl Marx’s works were banned in South Africa. Access to them was controlled
by the state, and the impulse to use them was viewed with suspicion and invited state
surveillance. The English Department’s response was one expedient to its society: the
text offered unquestioned and unquestioning stability in a political system that was
ethically and practically not just tenuous but untenable, and it was taught as such. During
my undergraduate years, then, I was rarely, if ever, exposed to an expressive approach to
literary criticism.
My education inculcated me with respect for an evaluative approach to a work. I still
believe that the sensitivity of the reader/viewer to a text, from its overarching concerns to
its linguistic microdetails, is a valid, indeed necessary, entry into discussion of a work.
For this reason I frequently default to the text as a touchstone.
But no text is without context, and in this study, I revel in access to manifestly
expressive critical texts. Despite the cautions against academic benevolence and efficacy
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issued by such important thinkers as Michel Foucault, Gayatri Spivak, and Edward Said,
my delight in using many of these works is not just because they are so useful to my
study, but because employing them constitutes a microcosmic, delayed, but liberating
symbolic gesture of resistance for me. This is especially so in the case of the oeuvres of
Karl Marx and those he influenced.
Review of the Scholarship
Marxism undergirds most of the theory employed in this dissertation, which operates
at the nexus of postcolonial, gender, and sports studies. While the first two are recognized
multidisciplinary theoretical movements, sport studies is less coherent as a field, and in
more disarray as a form in its application to literature.
Marx, Gramsci, Althusser, and Foucault
The crux of the arguments proposed in Marx’s vast oeuvre is that class struggle is the
basis for social structure, and that capitalism, which created those classes and their
functioning, is exploitative and results in the oppression of the working class. As such,
violent revolution by the workers to overthrow the ruling class is needed to secure
liberation. This revolution is an inevitable teleological outcome of the capitalist system.
Marxism is useful for discussing power structures, especially class struggle and the
frequently apparent repression of the politically and economically disenfranchised. On
the other hand, because it insists on the necessity and inevitability of the overthrow of
capitalism, Marxism has been threatening to those invested in a capitalist system and the
privilege it accords to the ruling class. Marxism has been so enormously influential
because it offers a paradigm for understanding the dynamics of social function, as well as
a way to repair it.
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Nevertheless, even important subsequent thinkers whose work is heavily informed by
Marxism take issue with aspects of it—Antonio Gramsci, for example, recognized that
revolution was not inevitable because capitalism was/is so deeply entrenched that it could
not be as easily or thoroughly dislodged as Marx’s work assumes. One reason that
Gramsci’s work is so enduring is that it does not dismiss Marxism out of hand, but offers
incisive and thorough analysis of the dynamics of the class system as Marx describes it—
it is in doing this that Gramsci proposes a concept central to his thinking, that of “cultural
hegemony.” Originally a term used by Vladimir Lenin, Gramsci modifies its meaning in
order to describe the dominance of society by one group, in practice the ruling class,
secured by both the consent of other groups and coercion of them. Gramsci argues that
for most people of any social class, hegemonic power, while either viewed as an
entitlement or a frustration, is not profoundly disturbing because it feels like the natural,
indeed the desirable, order of things—society, those co-opted by the function of
hegemony accept, would be less functional and tolerable were the status quo to be
abandoned. It is hegemony that maintains an existing system and secures a failure to
insistently overthrow it. “Hegemony,” therefore a word with more nuanced connotations
than its simile “dominance,” is achieved through both the temptation for sustenance—the
proverbial carrot—and coercion, the stick.
Gramsci’s notion of hegemony, indispensable to this project, demands that context,
history, and culture be taken seriously—for this reason academics must consider studying
popular culture, of which sport is indisputably a part, with earnestness and gravity. So
influential and yet relevant is Gramsci that even subsequent scholars, like sociologist
Grant Jarvie, writing in the mid-1980s and early 1990s, directly draw on Gramscian
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concepts in order to theorize class, race and racism, ethnicity, and sport in South Africa
during apartheid.
The entrenchment of cultural hegemony and the complex mechanics of ideological
inculcation are further elaborated by another influential Marxist theorist, Louis Althusser
(1919-1990). Althusser relies more heavily than Gramsci on the concept of the ubiquity
and inevitability of subscription to one or other ideological systems. He argues that an
individual does not develop as a subject, but is constructed as such, a process that he calls
“interpellation.” In elaborating his ideas, Althusser relies on two terms with which he is
now identified: “repressive state apparatus[es]” and “ideological state apparatus[es].” A
“Repressive State Apparatus” (RSA) which, ultimately, “functions by violence”
(Althusser 1489), works in tandem with multiple “Ideological State Apparatuses” (ISAs)
like religion, the family, sport, and the school, to hail subjects to an ideology.
Althusser’s terms are a development of Gramsci’s theory of the state. Gramsci says
that the state must work “to raise the great mass of population to a particular cultural and
moral level . . . which corresponds to the needs of the productive forces for development,
and hence to the interests of the ruling class” (258). He explains: “The school as a
positive educative function, and the courts as a repressive and negative educative
function, are the most important State activities . . ..” However, “a multitude of other socalled private initiatives and activities tend to the same end—initiatives and activities
which form the apparatus of the political and cultural hegemony of the ruling classes.”
The idea of RSAs and ISAs, which affords paradigms for understanding especially the
state’s police and military, the family and the school, permeates the literature with which
this study is absorbed.
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Althusser’s own student, Michel Foucault (1926-1984), though he does not use
Althusser’s terms, sees an indicting connection between the presiding philosophies of the
management and function of the RSAs and the ISAs—that of punitiveness as the
overarching method of making a modern subject conform. Indeed, he identifies a
“carceral continuum” that, conflating the grossest and mildest perceived deviances,
renders every agency of the social body, whatever its declared intent, an instrument of
surveillance, penalty, and normalization. As depicted in this study’s focus texts, sport,
especially rugby, is a stud in the girdle of culture’s carceral gulag. Nevertheless, for
Foucault, power, a constant in all kinds of human relationships, is not only coercive; he
also sees it as positive in that it is generative.
The importance of these thinkers to my own work cannot be overstated: there is
almost no theory relevant to this project that does not have the work of Gramsci,
Althusser, and Foucault –and therefore Marx and Engels’s work—as its progenitors. Nor
the gestalt of the coalesced oeuvres of these thinkers. Sometimes, however, subsequent
theorists, prompted by the contingencies of their own era, pursue or problematize one
particular aspect of issues raised previously.
Peace Studies
Galtung is one of these. Three journal articles are landmarks of his thinking. The first,
“Violence, Peace, and Peace Research” (1969) argues for an extended concept of
violence as that which “increases the distance between the potential and the actual, and
that which impedes the decrease of distance” (“Violence” 168); it is, he explains later,
“avoidable insults to human needs, and more generally, to life” (“Cutural” 292). While
what Galtung calls “personal” or “direct violence” can be attributed to an actor, another
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important violence, the “structural” kind, occurs when “violence is built into the structure
and shows up as unequal power and consequently as unequal life chances” (“Violence”
171). Unequal distribution of resources is an example of structural violence; for example,
Galtung says, “If people are starving when this is objectively avoidable, then violence is
committed.” Twenty-one years later, Galtung modified his typology by introducing the
term “cultural violence.” This refers to “any aspect of culture . . . that can be used to
justify or legitimize direct or structural violence” (291). Cultural violence, he says,
“makes direct and structural violence look . . . right—or at least not wrong.”
Galtung’s theory is useful here because it expands the concept of violence to include
social injustice, and, in doing so, it widens the circle of complicity in violence. In this
way it advances this project’s central argument.
Postcolonialism
The violences described by Galtung provide a framework for understanding the effects
of colonialism and the project of Empire—one might indeed argue that these violences
constitute(d) its very methods. But not all important thinkers whose work is relevant to
this project are as opposed to violence as is Galtung. Frantz Fanon, for example,
frustrated at what we might call “the difference between . . . what could have been and
what is” (Galtung’s phrase) for a colonial subject of color, became convinced that
colonialism could be ended only by violent struggle that, while dealing with racism,
fundamentally alters class structures. Fanon’s thinking had a marked impact on the
direction of political struggle itself, especially in South Africa; he was especially
influential on the thinking of Black Consciousness leader, Stephen Biko.
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The deficiency of an approach like Fanon’s to violence might have been anticipated
by William Butler Yeats, according to Edward Said in “Yeats and Decolonization.” Here
Said argues that Yeats was himself a postcolonial thinker and writer. Said’s evaluation of
Gramsci’s legacy is one of the more influential and most relevant in this context: “the
problem of assuring the marriage of knowledge to power, of understanding with violence
. . . are also sounded in Gramsci’s roughly contemporary work,” he says (Culture 237).
But, he says, “That neither Yeats nor Fanon offers a prescription for undertaking the
transition from direct force to a period after colonization when a new political order
achieves moral hegemony, is part of the difficulty we live in [in postcolonial countries]
. . . ” (Nationalism 91).
Postcolonialism, inevitably related to the anticolonial sentiments of those such as
Fanon, preoccupies itself with the effects of colonialism. Its broad aims are to reject
European Manichaeism, to unseat the predominant ideology of Western (especially
Anglo-European) superiority, to celebrate diversity—especially hybridity—and in doing
so, to debunk purity. Postcolonial theory and literature examine and represent the
dynamics of past and present power structures and their effect on identity, national
belonging, and the process of globalization. The corollary of this is that colonized people
should no longer be suppressed or marginalized, literally and metaphorically, nor should
their voices be silenced.
Postcolonial theory, on which this dissertation depends for the concepts and palette of
vocabulary it offers, is important in understanding South Africa and its literature—in this
study it both clarifies aspects of South African history and culture, but also complicates
it. A brief digression on the history of the country explains why.
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(Post)Colonial South Africa
Formal European intervention in the history of South Africa and occupation of it
began in 1652 when the Dutch—specifically the powerful Dutch East India Corporation
or VOC—established a rest station and garden for its tired, scurvy-ridden sailors who
were en route to the East Indies. While the Dutch did not intend to colonize the Cape, it is
interesting to note here that the word “colony” derives from the Latin “colonia,” which
means not just a settlement, but “a (small) farm.”
The area was then settled and other Europeans, especially French Huguenots fleeing
religious persecution in Europe, swelled Dutch ranks. These two groups melded into the
group known as the Boers (which means “farmers”). Subsequent control of the Cape and
the interior was wrested between Dutch and British in 1795, 1803, and 1806, with the
British maintaining firm but tense possession of the Cape Colony until the twentieth
century. British interest in and commitment to control of what would eventually become
the country of South Africa intensified when diamonds and then gold were found in the
land’s interior in the second half of the nineteenth century. This period also saw the Boers
forge themselves into the “nation” that became known as Afrikaners, an identity that
solidified after the South African War of 1899-1902. At this point, the country consisted
of four independent republics—the Cape and Natal (English-dominated), and the Orange
Free State and Transvaal (Boer-dominated), but these unified in 1910. In 1948,
representatives of the Afrikaners took political control of the country with a mandate
from whites to implement the complex of policies and laws that would become apartheid
and secure enduring white hegemony, a kind of internal colonization, in the country.
Within this structure, between 1652 and the implementation of the first multiracial
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democracy in 1994, at least one group in South Africa was under a form of colonial rule,
and postcolonial in the sense of responding to colonialism politically and culturally.
Afrikaners, Frederike Olivier points out, were in an ambiguous situation—while they had
been colonized by the British for two centuries, and suffered deeply under British rule,
they themselves became colonizers, with all the inclinations and sentiments that are,
according to postcolonial theory, characteristic of colonized and colonizers worldwide—
these would include “subaltern” status for the colonized and an “Orientalist” mindset for
the colonizer.
The terms “subaltern” and “Orientalism” are central to postcolonial thinking.
“Subaltern” status, in a postcolonial context, indicates disempowerment and repression,
which result from what Galtung conceives as structural violence. The term “subaltern”
was used by Gramsci in his Prison Notebooks to describe those who, as a result of their
class status, are hegemonically oppressed, but it is Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak with
whom the term “subaltern” has become identified. In “Can the Subaltern Speak?” Spivak
does not overtly engage with Galtung, but her thinking aligns with his in her insistence on
“the violence of the imperialist epistemic” (Leach 2201) in that the metaphorical lost
voice of the subaltern results in an erasure of existence and validity in hegemonic
discourse. Although Spivak’s discussion of the idea of the “subaltern” is nuanced and
signifies an aporia of identity, the word is generally used in a postcolonial context to
describe someone who is of lower social and political rank. While she does not use
Gramsci’s famous term “hegemony” herself, she is speaking of those who have
diminished hegemonic power to the point that their agency to articulate and thus
influence and ameliorate their conditions has been impaired; further, their existence and
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importance is erased. Spivak’s primary focus in “Can the Subaltern Speak?” is women.
She argues from a feminist perspective, but Robert Morrell explains that by the 1990s,
“[s]ubaltern, post-structural and post-colonial theories” (“Of Boys” 610) encouraged
analysis of the men’s roles too. In its complex original manifestation, Spivak’s argument
layers the notion of anthropocentric subalternity with one of literal and metaphoric
geography—“the sheer heterogeneity of decolonized space” (2207).
For Said, writing in 1978, the parsing of imperialism and colonialism is also effective
when practiced within a different kind of space, that of a literal and now metaphorical
geographic divide between West and East. Said introduced into discourse, especially
postcolonial discourse, the concept of “Orientalism”—by this he meant the paradigm,
indeed the body of theory, through which the Occident (Britain, France, the United
States, as well as Germany, Italy, Russia, Spain and Portugal), over two centuries,
institutionalized their stereotype of the East as a static place of mystery and romance, but
also danger and barbarism; in doing so, Occidental discourse defined the West as the
opposites of these. Said focuses primarily on the Arab world, but the term “Orientalism”
now describes the West’s othering of an array of cultures and people, including Africa
and Africans. Though he did not live to read Said, Fanon would likely have concurred
with him: Fanon says that Black Africa, as opposed to “Mediterranean,” Europeaninfused White Africa, is seen as a region that is “inert, brutal, uncivilized, in a word,
savage” (1584). This is consistent with Chinua Achebe’s critique of Joseph Conrad’s
Heart of Darkness, “An Image of Africa.” When Coetzee says in his polemic
“Retrospect: The World Cup of Rugby” that “[p]art of the experience of being colonized
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is having images of yourself made up by outsiders stuffed down your throat,” his
statement, seemingly remote, situates him within Saidian tradition.
Few theorists other than Said have been more inspirational to a third important
postcolonial thinker, Homi Bhabha (1949-). Bhabha too uses a geographical metaphor
when he explains his idea of a postcolonial “third space,” one that does not conform to
Manichaean structures, but is a metaphorical site of hybridity, with its liberating fluidity,
productivity, and possibility. Perhaps more than any postcolonial theorist, it is he who
endorses and celebrates hybridity and its promise. It is the creation of something like this
“third space,” with its literal and figurative miscegenations, which apartheid abhorred.
Gender Theory
There were other forms of indiscrete boundary to which the apartheid government
objected—gender ones. But such sentiments were hardly exclusive to South Africa in
time or place, and so, as gender became an area of theory’s focus, pleas for recognizing,
indeed promoting, hybridity and fluidity in the context of gender and sexual practices
developed. These were concomitant with the concerns of postcolonialists, but also
feminists.
Adrienne Rich is primarily a feminist in the sense that her agenda is to expose the
mechanisms by which women are subordinated by men, but she is critical of feminism
that reinforces the notion that women are essentially heterosexual—she sees no political
benefit to this assumption. In “Compulsory Sexuality and Lesbian Existence” (1980),
Rich introduced the concept of a “lesbian experience” and the related idea of a “lesbian
continuum” (1774), a term which signifies the spectrum of ways in which women tend,
nurture, and love each other in time and space. It is fluidity, she holds, which males, for
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their own benefit, have attempted to eradicate or obfuscate through “compulsory
heterosexuality.” She argues that women’s obligation to support the institution of
heterosexuality causes them, to their own detriment, to withdraw from other women.
Inherent in Rich’s arguments is a critique of the idea of a female/feminine essence on
which prior feminist theory relies. Rich’s work participates in subsequent discourses of
sexual identity, making her one of the founders of “queer theory.”
Queer Theory
Rich’s formulation is one of the most pithy articulations of the extent to which queer
theory insists on recognition of the instability of gender and the political nature of the
assumptions that gendering a subject as masculine or feminine establishes a binary that
constitutes a paradigm for order and comprehension; society’s perceived alternative, she
argues with conviction, would be chaos and confusion.
Without Rich’s arguments, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick (1950-2009), might not have as
easily articulated her own. In Between Men (1985), she develops Rich’s idea of a lesbian
continuum and argues that the sense of a polarity between heterosexuality and
homosexuality is not as acute for women as it is for men; a corollary of this is that
institutionalized homophobia against women is less intense or apparent. For Sedgwick,
and in a way fundamental to this study, it is homosociality, the bonds that do exist
between men in a patriarchal structure, which reinforces homophobia.
Lawrence Stone defines patriarchy as “ ‘the despotic authority of husband and
father’ ” (qtd. in Morrell “Of Boys” 607), but in her study, Sedgwick uses Heidi
Hartmann’s definition, which is the one most apt here. For Hartmann, “patriarchy” refers
to “ ‘relations between men, which have a material base, and which, though hierarchical,
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establish or create interdependence and solidarity among men that enable them to
dominate women’ ” (qtd. in Sedgwick 3). As this project will show, Sedgwick’s theories
corroborate the themes and representations in the texts at hand, while these in turn
confirm Sedgwick’s arguments.
Drawing heavily on Foucault’s work, developing Rich’s, and related to Sedgwick’s is
the oeuvre of Judith Butler (1956-), another feminist and founder of queer theory. Her
“Gender Trouble” puns on its title, referring to both the social and political “trouble”
caused by those who destabilize institutionalized binary gender categories, and the
perplexity and distress that prescribed gender identities precipitate. A central idea in her
work is that society demands clear indications of identity, and views sexuality as an
important tag in this mandatory categorization process. Unable to tolerate lack of
distinctiveness, it demands subscription to a discrete gender category, which the subject
concedes to by “performing” (acting) the requisite social choreography, and in doing so,
“performing” (carrying into effect) the demands of hegemonic heterosexuality.
The idea of social performativity has permeated other areas of thought too; sociologist
Paul Connerton, for example, draws on it in “How Societies Remember.” He argues that
one manifestation of collective memory is bodily practices, especially those that are
choreographed and repeated. Such bodily practices are of special use in the performance
of nationalism. But nationalism itself may be a social construction: Benedict Anderson in
Imagined Communities (1983) argues that there is no such thing as an essential nation,
but rather political communities that perceive themselves as unified as a result of
contingencies like geography and language. Interestingly, Anderson endorses and draws
on the idea of the social construction of gender in his explanation of nationalism: “[I]n
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the modern world everyone can, should, will ‘have’ a nationality as he or she ‘has a
gender’ ” (5).
The work of gender theorists becomes useful in understanding the implications of
forms of masculinity and their relation to sport, especially rugby. But sport is also deeply
implicated with nationalism, and postcolonialism; this is patent in the work of C. L. R.
James.
Postcolonialism, sport and the Victorians
Passing reference to “the great, revolutionary tradition of C. L. R. James” (2391) is
made by Bhabha in his essay “The Commitment to Theory” (1989). While Bhabha
situates James’s work in a macrocosmic Marxist context, James provides an important
and specific theoretical bridge in this dissertation. James (1901-1989,) born in Trinidad
and Tobago, was a Marxist-Leninist scholar and cultural critic. His Beyond a Boundary
(1963) is considered one of the most important books on sport ever written. His preface
pinpoints the question that he is addressing in the text: “What do they know of cricket
who only cricket know?” (n.pag.).
A hybrid text, a declaration of James’s love of cricket and a description of the game’s
development, the book asks what one comprehends of the/a sport when one does not see
or understand the context in which it developed or is played. The book describes his
anguish as a colonial subject, his quest for identity, and then his resistance within the
culture of a game invented by the colonizer, but which the colonized adopted with
passion. While the work is compelling on a literal level, a figurative reading suggests that
cricket here is also a metaphor for life, with its dynamics emulating and reflecting the
workings of hegemony and ideological conscription. James’s pithy epigraph is both
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clarified and complicated by the theory of Johan Huizinga, who, in his 1938 study of play
says that play can be serious and be in dialectic with seriousness so that “[p]lay turns to
seriousness and seriousness to play” (8). For Huizinga, the concept of the boundary is
essential to play: “[Play] proceeds within its own proper boundaries of time and space
according to fixed rules and in an orderly manner” (13). In terms of Huizinga’s theory
especially, James’s text suggests that the meaning of the sport itself, here cricket,
breaches its original borders.
It is James’s wide purview, the ethos of his work—its saturation with deep empathy
for the hybrid loyalties of cricket players from the colonies—and its insistence on
radically examining the sociology of a sport, that have elevated author and text to their
current hallowed status. The book endorses other theory, but also functions as a
theoretical text itself, useful in the context of postcolonialism and sport history and
sociology. It is James’s work that helps this study to segue into relevant applied
postcolonial theory, like Bill Ashcroft’s. In his text most relevant here, Post-Colonial
Transformation (2001), Ashcroft takes issue with prior postcolonial discourse, which
generally concentrates on the stifling, and resultant stasis, of colonized societies. Ashcroft
recognizes the crises that colonialism has provoked, but he refuses to acknowledge only
these. He argues that the colonized have rarely been oppressed into paralysis and
passivity. Instead, they have often responded buoyantly and creatively within colonial
structures to “resist” and protest them, and to halt or “interpolate” them, proving that their
own cultures are vibrant. And colonized cultures have even noticeably modified the
colonizers’ cultural tools in important ways, he says.

24

But there is another reason, not directly related to Ashcroft, that James’s text is
important here. As Archer and Bouillon point out, it was the “Victorian ethos” (1) of
Britain that “effectively brought modern sport into existence.” James, writing earlier than
they, claims, rather unusually, that three of the most important figures of the Victorian
era were Thomas Arnold, Thomas Hughes, and W.G. Grace, and that their significance to
him is a gestalt of their individual influence. All three were somehow implicated with
sport: Grace was an admired English cricketer, and James’s reverence for him is
unsurprising. But it is James’s argument involving the two Thomases that is more
relevant here.
Thomas Arnold (1795-1842), an English historian and educator, is remembered as the
influential headmaster of Rugby School between 1828-1841. He was, scholars say, hired
as a reformer, probably to address the school’s culture of bullying and its financial
decline. While it is beyond this study’s scope to elaborate fully on Arnold’s enormous
influence, it must point to the fact that Arnold shifted not only the culture and philosophy
of Rugby, but of all British public schools; he positioned them for involvement in the
development of Victorian English masculinity and the project of Empire. The reach of the
culture of the public school saturates important aspects of this dissertation. Arnold’s
influence endured through the diffusion of not only his philosophies, but also his genes:
he was the father of Matthew Arnold, Thomas Arnold, and one of those who helped to
codify rugby, William Delafield Arnold.
In Arnold’s immediate ambit and deeply affected by him was Hughes. A Rugby pupil
during the Arnoldian regime, Hughes penned the quintessential school novel, Tom
Brown’s Schooldays (1857). The mostly autobiographical book is an often blithe account
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of the adolescence of a generally easy-going but mischievous boy, an unremarkable
scholar, but an eager and talented sportsman. Two sports dominate the narrative, and
descriptions of important school games function as bookends in the recounting of Tom’s
career at the school. First is the prolonged account of initiate Tom’s sterling performance
in an intramural rugby game— the game acts as a synecdoche for school culture, but also
foreshadows Tom’s successful socialization into that culture. Last is an important cricket
game, during which, in fulfillment of his initial promise, Tom captains the prestigious
“School Eleven” team. In the novel, rugby—still in the process of development and
codification—is no more important than cricket, but Hughes’s description of it carries
special poignancy because of the school’s fabled association with the game.
Hughes’s novel uses fiction to represent the workings of the British model of modern
sport. The writer is neither analytical nor critical regarding the sports to which he bears
witness. In contrast, theorists like Archer and Bouillon, for example, evaluate and discuss
sport. Pointing out that the British sport paradigm was value-impugned, they identify “a
middle-class model derived from traditional and popular sports” (3), and note that “the
British ruling class propagated an aristocratic ideology of sport to correspond with its
aristocratic image of education.” They explain that “the virtues of sportsmanship
(initiative, energy, bravery, hardiness, collective and individual discipline, loyalty, will
power and respect for individual achievement) complemented those of the scholar
(literacy, education, obedience, intelligence, adaptability) to produce ‘leaders of men’.”
Further, “[w]hile sport encouraged virility, academic education –a democratic and
democratizing activity—promoted the virtues of obedience and judicious reflection.”
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Drawing on the work of Pierre Bourdieu, Archer and Bouillon say that “the British
model of sport therefore reinforced a social hierarchy whose structure could not be
represented within a hierarchy of pure learning—but which was nevertheless inserted into
the heart of the educational structures which were being developed at the time in
European societies” (3). And here they establish an important link: “This pseudoaristocratic ideology of sport was in its turn assimilated by the ideology of colonialism.
This gave rise to the racist idea that athletes not only represented ‘civilization’ but were
necessarily white (and male!).” Simon van Schalkwyk notes that “[a]s A. N. Wilson
points out, sport was paradigmatic of the cooperative unselfishness of an ideal society.
‘The world of school,’ [Wilson] declares, ‘was seen as a microcosm of the political world
and as a preparation for it’ ” (62).
While Thomas Arnold had an enormous impact on Hughes himself and on the British
public school and thus the Victorian ethos, history suggests that he contributed little to
rugby’s development, perhaps nothing but to tolerate it. But, in a tangential way, Arnold
himself, or what he was believed to be, had a lasting impact on international sport as we
know it—the figure of Arnold appears to have significantly influenced Pierre Frédy,
Baron de Coubertin (1863-1937), founder of the world’s most famous sporting event, the
modern Olympic Games. So profoundly of interest to and influential on Coubertin was
Arnold that Coubertin’s biographer, John J. MacAloon, describes Arnold as an “imago”
for Coubertin (60).
Few individuals have championed the value of international sporting competition
more enthusiastically, and perhaps more effectively, than Coubertin. Perhaps few have
written of it in more glowing terms, although he did so under the names of Georges
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Hohrod and M. Eschbach when he wrote his “Ode to Sport.” This won an Olympic gold
medal for literature, and is a peon to the competitive, regulated physical exertion that we
term sport. While almost risible in its exaltation, the “Ode” provokes discussion about
why sport is so valued. Some analysis of the work is fruitful here.
Comprising nine stanzas, the poem presents sport as a glorious gestalt, even while it
specifies its individual attributes. Coubertin’s use of the second person and of metaphor,
not simile, conveys his confidence and his enthusiasm for his subject.
Stanza I elevates sport to a unique podium by describing it as “the pleasure of the
Gods” and as “the essence of life.” Coubertin’s language, replete with imagery of
enlightenment, aligns the revelation of sport—whenever in his cosmology this might
have occurred— with the Biblical myth of creation. In Stanza II, Coubertin lauds sport as
the master “architect” of the physical body; for this reason he calls it “Beauty.” The third
stanza calls sport “Justice”—for the poet, the results of trial on the sports field are arbiters
of physical and moral strength. “Audacity” (in a favorable sense), stanza IV proffers, is
another component of sport: sport encourages prudent daring, but discourages
recklessness. Sport is also “Honour,” in that it accords respect to those accolades that
have been won in a situation where competition has been fair and impartial, not through
deceit or trickery. It is “Joy” too, stanza VI claims, in that it both distracts the sorrowful
and enhances “joie de vivre.” In the eighth stanza, Coubertin sees sport as “Progress,”
because it demands physical and spiritual improvement with temperance. Stanza IX is the
most macrocosmic—sport is, Coubertin says, “Peace,” because control, organization, and
self-discipline become common values of importance. This promotes good relationships
and teaches self-respect so that generous, friendly rivalries can exist.
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Many people would agree with Coubertin even if they are less specific and less
politically effusive—sport is generally considered to be sanguine because most sports
demand some level of physical activity, which promotes good health. It is perceived to
have other benefits too: as Michael Messner says, for many people sport is “fun” (Power
171), a site to “relax and build friendship with others, where they can push their bodies
towards excellence, where they may learn to cooperate toward a shared goal, and where
they may get a sense of identification and community in an otherwise privatized and
alienating society.” But a closer look at Coubertin’s Stanza VII reveals a more insidious
side of sport:
O Sport, you are Fecundity! You strive directly and nobly towards
perfection of the race, destroying unhealthy seed and correcting the flaws
that threaten its essential purity. And you fill the athlete with a desire to
see his sons grow up agile and strong around him to take his place in the
arena and, in their turn, carry off the most glorious trophies.
This stanza commands especially close attention. Here, Coubertin is apparently
revealing anxieties that are less obvious elsewhere, which raises issues relevant to this
study. The stanza seems to suggest that sport helps to achieve racial perfection and purity,
fertility, and transformation of physical and ideological strength; a corollary is that these
outcomes are necessary and important. This rankles because it seems to accord sport a
eugenicist function, but it is consistent with the ways in which South African sport is
represented and critiqued in the country’s literature.
The stanza praises sport for its inculcation of an ideology that values ready vigor and
power; for Coubertin, sport and the ideology of virile procreation are linked. Indeed, the
inclusion of these attributes of sport in the same stanza, grouped by the “fecundity”
metaphor, effects connotations of sexual productivity. This relates to the words “[i]n their
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turn,” because they convey a sense of generational continuity—commitment and prowess
uninterpolated. Coubertin thus seems to be commending sport for its value in promoting a
pedigree of purity and of generation, literally and figuratively. This validates the Marxist
adage that capitalism must invest in the means of production in order to keep producing;
as Althusser, quoting Marx, says, “every child knows that a social formation which did
not reproduce the conditions of production at the same time as it produced would not last
a year” (1483).
The wish of the father to see his sons achieve athletically is also a strange issue to
raise in this poem. Significantly here, Coubertin seems to value sporting performance not
for the athlete’s own sense of achievement and its accompanying benefits, but for the
sake of his “sons,” who will replace him. This implies that the father-son nexus is one
where both ideological and genetic transmission occurs. An unstated corollary, then, is
paternal anxiety and the possibility of filial disappointment—this, in itself, might fracture
a father-son relationship. These preoccupations manifest especially in the works of Paton,
Galgut, and Behr, where one filial fissure is rugby.
Father-son relationships, gender performance on and off the sports field, and the
socially- and politically-mandated performance of gender roles are of interest within and
without the study of the history of modern sport. Indeed, they are some of the concerns of
the scholarship known as masculinity, or mens’ studies.
Masculinity studies
The kinds of men’s studies that are useful here are those that “situate masculinities as
objects of study on a par with femininities, instead of elevating them to universal norms”
(Brod 40). Like feminism, Harry Brod says, men’s studies “aims at the emasculation of
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patriarchal ideologies that masquerade as knowledge.” A number of tenets recur in the
work of profeminist masculinity scholars:
1. “Masculinity is a collective gender identity and not a natural attribute” (Morrell
607). It is not biologically determined.
2. Masculinity “is socially constructed and fluid.” An implication of this approach
is that if masculinity’s patterns are recognized, they can be modified.
3. Men feel pressured by traditional masculinity to be physically and emotionally
strong. This is distressing and provokes anxiety for them.
4. Traditional masculinity mandates heterosexuality; as a corollary, there are
homophobic elements to a traditional masculinity. This too provokes uneasiness.
5. There is no single “universal masculinity”—issues of class and race affect the
shape of masculinities.
6. Though always in dialectic relationship to others, one masculinity is dominant.
This is known as “hegemonic masculinity.”
Elaboration of these principles is useful.
The tension between maleness and masculinity is an important one—Perry Treadwell
insists that “[t]o consider masculinity as dependent on innate biological factors is to
misunderstand the basis of genetics” (259). On the other hand, to dismiss any
“physiological basis” for masculinity “is scientifically dangerous.” He explains that
masculinity “developed over millennia as an interactive process between what males
were capable of doing and what males as a class determined they should do” (284).
Further, “[m]en’s concept of what was feminine also entered into the construct” (284-85)
so that “[w]hen this generic concept is imposed on the individual boy, his masculinity
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will depend on how well he physiologically and psychologically fits the masculine mold”
(285). Treadwell pleads for scholarly consideration of the biosociology of gender.
Brod’s collection, which contains Treadwell’s chapter, explores ideas that would be
developed by later theorists and become more relevant to this dissertation: the sociology
of masculinity, men’s history, athletic experiences, and men’s bonds are some of these. In
Brod’s work are essays by Bob Connell (in collaboration with Tim Carrigan and John
Lee), Michael S. Kimmel, and Messner, some of the foremost theorists of masculinity.
Connell’s work, heavily influenced by sociology, took a novel “holistic position”
(Morrell 606) in research that focused on gender inequality and favored socialconstruction approaches. This view has been nuanced by those who have challenged
Connell’s work, for example, for its overly “structuralist aspects.”
Despite such caveats, Connell’s influence has been enormous. But so has the
scholarship of Messner and Kimmel. A dominant feature of their work, collaborative and
individual, is that it is infused with unfavorable views of men and masculinities as we
know them, often for males’ violence and racism. For Messner and Kimmel, though they
do not articulate a link, masculinity is implicated with every kind of violence with which
Galtung is concerned: direct, structural, and cultural. My suggestion of this parallel is
endorsed by the content of Michael Kaufman’s work. In “The Construction of
Masculinity and the Triad of Men’s Violence,” Kaufman explores the interrelationships
of men and violence and argues that a structure of “domination and control” (7) facilitates
three supporting pillars of men’s violence: the first is the violence of men against women,
the second is men’s violence against other men, and third, the individual man’s violence
against himself.
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Kaufman’s work is valuable for offering a paradigm for the relationship between men
and violence in the gender relationships with which this dissertation is concerned. But,
like Treadwell, he also usefully and sensitively articulates the fraught relationship of
maleness to masculinity. He says that “[t]he tension between maleness and masculinity is
intense because masculinity requires a suppression of a whole range of human needs,
aims, feelings, and forms of expression” (8). For him, “[m]asculinity is one-half of the
narrow, surplus-repressive shape of the adult human psyche.” But, “[e]ven when we are
intellectually aware of the difference between biological maleness and masculinity, the
masculine ideal is so embedded within ourselves that it is hard to entangle the person we
might want to become (more fully ‘human,’ less sexist, less surplus-repressed . . .) from
the person we actually are.” He believes that the dissimilarity between maleness and
masculinity is not apparent: “[t]he presence of a penis and testicles is all it takes” to be
identified and to self-identify as male. Boys’ and men’s anxiety regarding their maleness
“exists because maleness is equated with masculinity; but the latter is a figment of our
collective, patriarchal, surplus-repressive imaginations.” The concept of “surplusrepression,” a term used by Herbert Marcuse, will be articulated in Chapter Two of my
study in the context of Paton’s novel and then employed in Chapters Three and Four.
Most important about the work of profeminist masculinity theorists is its infusion with
the concept of “hegemony.” Masculinity scholars, including Brod and Kaufman, tender
the idea that there are men who are marginalized by the command of other males. This
suggests the cultural dominance of certain masculinities. If the idea of cultural sway is
important, then a “conceptual arrangement that allows us to make sense of the power
aspect of masculinity” (Morrell 607) is necessary; the Gramscian notion of hegemony
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offers that framework. The concept of hegemony has two meanings in the context of
men’s studies as used here. First, it signifies men’s dominance over women, and second,
the idea of hegemonic masculinity—simply, “the form of masculinity which is dominant
in society” (607-608).
The idea of hegemonic masculinity is now the overarching (perhaps hegemonic)
system of thought in masculinity studies. More obviously than any other approach to
date, this encompassing conceit most adequately explains the recognition that, while
there are multiple simultaneous kinds of masculinity, “a particular version of masculinity
holds sway, bestowing power and privilege on men who espouse it and claim it as their
own” (Morrell 608). Morrell explains the result: as well as “oppressing women,
hegemonic masculinity silences or subordinates other masculinities, positioning those in
relation to itself such that the values expressed by these other masculinities are not those
that have currency or legitimacy.” As a result, it tenders “its own version of masculinity,
of how men should behave, and how putative ‘real men’ do behave, as the cultural ideal.”
For this reason, Mike Donaldson asserts, hegemonic masculinity is “ ‘exclusive, anxietyprovoking, internally and hierarchically differentiated, brutal, and violent’ ” (as qtd. in
Morrell), and Maírtín Mac an Ghaill claims that characteristics of hegemonic masculinity
are “misogyny, homophobia, racism and compulsory heterosexuality.”
While, Morrell says, the “share of the advantages of patriarchy are diluted” (608) for
“[w]orking class, black and gay” men, subaltern status may be partial; these men may
also be protected by the “umbrella” of hegemonic masculinity, benefitting from what
Connell calls the “ ‘patriarchal dividend’ ” (qtd. in Morrell). Such men may “even
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contribut[e] to hegemonic masculinity by exerting their physical and institutional powers
in the workplace, the family and in dealings with fellow men.”
And, in a way that resonates with this study’s thesis, Morrell says that “[w]hile
hegemonic masculinity generally operates without recourse to violence,” which is in
keeping with the concept of hegemony, “the capacity for and threat of violence underpins
it” (609). Sometimes, “violence becomes brutally visible.” But he makes three main
points: first that violence “is not always functional to the maintenance of the hegemony
of a particular masculinity,” second that “violence is related to or legitimated by gender
practices and discourses,” and the sweeping statement, testified to in the creative texts at
hand, that “men are far and away the major purveyors of violence.”
Arguments like these have provoked criticism of the profeminist men’s studies
movement. The most important is that it depicts men in an unfavorable light. One
example is Anthony Synnott’s polemic, which expresses particular animus towards
Kimmel, a respected masculinity scholar and a spokesman for the National Organization
of Men Against Sexism. Synnott says that men’s studies scholarship like Kimmel’s is
“dehumanizing,” and reinforces binaries that “men [are] bad, women good.” It is true that
profeminist masculinity scholars levy grave and generalized accusations, especially the
political and physical abuse of women and gay men, but they claim that they are casting
light on issues that have been ignored under male hegemony. A second criticism is that
these scholars overly privilege social construction and give inadequate attention to
biological differences between men and women. Connell, in Masculinities (1995),
dismisses such claims, saying that ideas about “natural difference and true masculinity”
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are obsolete and often part of a “neoconservative campaign against women and gays”
(ix).
Misogyny and homophobia interest men’s studies scholars. Homophobia, “the
irrational fear or intolerance of homosexuality,” Lehne believes, is the threat implicit in
“ ‘What are you, a fag?’ ” (237). “The male role,” he says in support of other masculinity
theorists, is predominantly maintained by men themselves; “[m]en devalue
homosexuality, then use this norm of homophobia to control other men in their male
roles” (245)—the more frequent use of homophobia is against heterosexual males and not
based on any experience with homosexuals. Further, he believes, homophobia is
“characteristic of individuals who are generally rigid and sexist,” and is “an underlying
motivation in maintaining the male sex role” (237). Fear of homophobia causes “chronic
and pervasive” (245) pain; it “encourages men to compete” in multiple spheres.
Homophobia is a threat used by societies and individuals “to enforce social conformity in
the male role, and maintain social control.” This is borne out in the literary texts at hand.
But, as Morrell points out, hegemonic masculinity is more fluid than it seems, and is
in dialectic relationship with other masculinities. While Morrell does not privilege
discussion of the position of gay men in relation to hegemonic masculinity, he footnotes
the truism identified especially in queer theory by scholars like Butler that gay men stand
outside hegemonic masculinity. However, marginalized men are capable of destabilizing
the patriarchy and thus hegemonic masculinity. While he offers working class men as an
example, the books and films under consideration here do show men of color and of fluid
gender orientation capable of occasionally disrupting the establishment. Morrell does not
relate his scholarship to literature, but I would argue that the existence of the texts at hand
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and the overwhelming sentiments of their male authors and directors are themselves
forms of disruption of white apartheid masculinity and its history, even if revisionally so.
For Morrell, hegemonic masculinity is a major component of patriarchy. Citing
Connell, he says that the state is “ ‘the main organizer of the power relations of gender’,”
whose “scale and coherence contrast, for instance, with the dispersed cellular character of
power-relations institutionalized in families’ ” (609). Morrell also points to Linzi
Manicom’s work, which argues for “analysis of the state” (613) as a necessary extension
of gender studies. When Morrell says that “[o]ther institutions whose relationship to the
gender order have historically been central would include the church and schools” (609),
the Gramsci-Althusser influence is visible.
Masculinity and sport
Unlike Althusser, Morrell sees the hegemonic masculinity function of institutions as
separate from sport. But he notes that, as Connell says and as this project recognizes,
“ ‘sport is astonishingly important’ ” (as qtd. in Morrell 609): Connell believes that sport
defines the school experiences of many young men. He explains: “What is learned by
constant informal practice, and taught by formal coaching, is for each sport a specific
combination of force and skill.” He then defines his terms: “ ‘Force’,” he says, is “ ‘the
irresistible occupation of space’,” while “ ‘skill’ ” is “ ‘the ability to operate on space or
the objects in it (including other bodies)’. ”
Masculinity’s implication with sport is a sustained focus of both masculinity and
sports studies; indeed, it is a nexus for them. Messner is one of the leading theorists in
this area. His study, “The Meaning of Success: The Athletic Experience and the
Development of Male Identity,” reveals that playing and following sport is considered the
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natural path for boys. But he finds that sporting success, elusive for its high standards, is
deeply implicated with male self-esteem: the better a male’s sporting performance, the
higher his confidence level.
Messner examines the ways in which organized sports function in the construction of
masculinities. For him, “modern sport is a ‘gendered institution’ . . . constructed by men,
largely as a response to a crisis of gender relations” during the last century or so (Power
16). Sport’s dominant structures and values “came to reflect the fears and needs of a
threatened masculinity.” As a result, “[s]port was constructed as a homosocial world,
with a male-dominant division of labor which excluded women. Indeed, sport came to
symbolize the masculine structure of power over women. Finally, sport constituted and
legitimized a heterosexist social organization of sexuality.” Therefore, sport “has played
a key role in the construction and stabilization of a male-dominant, heterosexist system of
gender relations.”
But, he points out, while sport is also a “gendering” institution, boys come to it with
gender preconceptions already acquired from family, especially fathers. As such, the
question arises not only as to how “social institutions ‘socialize’ boys, but also . . . [how]
boys’ already-gendering identities interact with social institutions” (Kimmel and Messner
120), like organized sport.
Varda Burstyn takes up this problem, which she sees as a grave one. Her broad study,
heavily critical of sporting culture, argues that sport is perhaps more culpable of
constructing masculinity than masculinity sport. She says that “there is an ideological
consistency in sport culture with respect to gender, linked to its materiality, that
constitutes a successful master-narrative of hypermasculinity within a fragmented
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cultural landscape” (193). She defines hypermasculinity as “the belief that ideal manhood
lies in the exercise of force to dominate others” (192). But it is worth noting at this point
that hypermasculinity is not the same thing as hegemonic masculinity—men may be
hypermasculine without enjoying hegemonic masculinity.
Burstyn’s work asks whether “th[e] masculine quality of sport [is] a problem?” (27).
Yes, she believes, because sport is divisive, separating “children from children, men from
women, men from men, and community from community” (27). Sport is further
problematic because it “models and exacerbates social conflict and encourages antisocial
and antidemocratic values,” mostly “through its inflection of gender . . . its offering of
ideal types and behaviors for men.” She believes that “[g]endered institutions, values, and
behaviors [extensively] shape . . . the politics of interpersonal and social life,” with direct
impact on “the politics of government and the state.” This is consistent with the ways that
sport, especially rugby, are represented in the texts at hand.
For Messner, though, the initial problem is with masculinity, not sport. Sport, his
studies find, can be beneficial, but the link between male identity and sport prevents a
culture of affectiveness; the “cutthroat competition, homophobia, and misogyny” (Taking
166) of sport, emotionally isolating for males, is not what many boys and men aspire to,”
he says. Later, he argues that “sport’s masculinist center” is vulnerable—with support
from adults and institutions that promote gender equality, masculinist and violent
sporting culture can be changed.
Eric Anderson, whose interest is the experiences of gay athletes, endorses Messner’s
argument but also says that sporting culture is becoming less hostile to gay athletes;
change may be on the way, in North America at least. This may be true for the United
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Kingdom too: recently, Steve Davies became the first professional England cricketer to
come out before retiring. Davies’s yet-brave gesture has received enormous
encouragement from administrators, coaches and players.
But what of South African men and masculinities, and their games?
South African masculinity
Despite the growth of men’s studies scholarship, there is still a dearth of research into
the formation of masculinity in South Africa—most work, like that discussed above, is
European or North American. No one has addressed this gap more earnestly than Morrell
has done. His scholarship is extensive, but his article “Of Boys and Men: Masculinity and
Gender in Southern African Studies” provides a more accurate, pithy, and comprehensive
theoretical context and a review of relevant literature than any other I have found.
Morrell says that “[d]espite or maybe because of the fact that men, particularly white
men, marched powerfully, dominantly and visibly across the historical stage, there was
little attention given to them as anything other than bearers of oppressive gender, class
and racial values” (613). It makes sense, then, that in the light of South African history,
what scholarship exists concerns itself with the study of masculinity and violence.
Morrell notes that scholars have noted the inadequacy of using only political or economic
lenses to clarify violence; while men are not essentially violent, at certain times and
places their behavior displays elements of violence that vary in nature. But, Morrell says,
while the performance of masculinity should be consulted when violence occurs, we
should recognize that masculinity exists even when violence is not prevalent. To get a
broad perspective, he says, necessitates looking at “gender regimes” (614). But, in terms
of the theory of hegemonic masculinity, only one of these is hegemonic.
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“In South Africa,” Morrell states, “the history of white supremacy suggests that white,
ruling class masculinity was hegemonic” (616). But he disputes that this is entirely true
and proceeds to describe African and black masculinities, themselves often aggressive
and resilient, and he offers a history and analysis of “Colonialism and White
Masculinities” that is invaluable in contextualizing and nuancing this project and its focus
texts. His work here is most useful to this project for offering a history of Afrikaner men
during the period that whites, but most especially Afrikaner men, appropriated rugby.
Morrell describes how white British men, mostly with public school backgrounds,
subjugated both Afrikaners and Africans during the nineteenth century; he says that “it is
not incidental . . . that the notions of superiority and toughness taught in these schools
were reflected in the ways in which colonial rule was established” (616). Developing this
claim, he says that “[a] willingness to resort to force and a belief in the glory of combat
were features of imperial masculinity and the colonial process.”
Morrell goes on to explain that in South Africa after about 1880, as part of a project to
homogenize the white population, the British created a bureaucratic government, made
school mandatory for white children, and modernized the army. As a result, masculinities
(Afrikaner and African) changed. In explaining this process, Morrell fills in a historical
gap: “Afrikaner masculinity had been hegemonic over women, people of colour and
uitlanders [foreigners] in the independent republics, but under colonialism, this
hegemony was modified” (617). He explains that military defeat, economic misfortune,
and a modernized state eroded Afrikaner men’s masculinity, although they did regain
some political influence in government.
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By the 1920s, both because of residual disadvantage from the South African Wars and
the Great Depression, many Afrikaners lost their land and became poor. It was then that
they developed a “class-based, oppositional masculinity” (617). But soon, Morrell says,
“powerful integrative forces were at work.” One of these was the unifying nationalism of
the 1920s-40s with “[s]ports, particularly rugby, [as] an integral part of this process.”
Further, the Dutch Reformed Church and schools infused by Christian Nationalism were
“critical in protecting the position of Afrikaner men and bolstering a new Afrikaner
masculinity.”
While class and geographical shifts might later have splintered Afrikaners as a group,
a labor policy favoring white, especially Afrikaner, men, averted this and job availability
empowered them politically. Changes for white English masculinities were also afoot: in
places like Natal, masculinities were being shaped by “the family, sports and leisure
clubs, the military and particularly the schools” (618). There, the colony’s population
united in racial insularity with “a hegemonic masculinity that borrowed heavily from
metropolitan representations of manliness.” With Union in 1910, Afrikaner and English
masculinities merged somewhat, but Morrell is not sure how exactly this happened.
Nevertheless, the facts that until 1931 only white men were enfranchised, that they were
privileged in acquiring jobs, and that they shared a cause during the First World War,
likely encouraged mutual support. As he closes his discussion, Morrell makes an
overarching observation about South African manhood: While white men approached
each other “through the shared exercise of political power and participation in public life,
particularly sports, the gulf between white and black men was great” (629).
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Rugby, masculinity, and Afrikaner nationalism
As Morrell’s work suggests, the theoretical link between rugby, masculinity, and
Afrikaner nationalism is not my own—this implication has been documented in the
individual and collaborative work of a coterie of interdisciplinary scholars. These include
South Africans Albert Grundlingh, André Odendaal, and Burridge Spies, Floris van der
Merwe, and, from outside the country, John Nauright, Timothy J. L. M. Chandler, and
David Black. But, important as these scholars are, their work rests on the shoulders of
prior sports theorists, especially those interested in South Africa.
One of the earliest relevant texts, written in the 1970s, the same era in which some of
the creative texts are set, is Richard Lapchick’s. Approaching his subject historically,
Lapchick shows how the South African government’s apartheid policies—with its “three
essential components: segregation, racial purity, and white domination” (xxi)—informed
domestic and international sport between 1959 and South Africa’s expulsion from the
Olympic movement in 1970. His framework for discussion is that South African sport
was “a supportive and integral part of the apartheid system” (xxiv). He says that domestic
participation in apartheid sport by South Africans constituted complicity in apartheid,
while South Africans viewed countries willing to play their own in international sport as
endorsing apartheid. As a corollary, refusal to engage in South African sport domestically
or internationally constituted an unwillingness to condone apartheid. This is an important
observation here for two reasons. First, it is consistent with the representations of the
focus texts of this study. Also, it implies that in practice, not just in literature, sport was
perceived as metonymic of apartheid by both South Africa and the outside world. This
clearly supports the arguments put forward in this study. But Lapchick also makes a
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subtle distinction: while South Africa received significant pressure protesting its sport
domestically and internationally, the international community’s repugnance to South
African sport was informed by a more immediate distaste of racist sports practice—an
outcome of apartheid—than of opposition to apartheid ideology. White South Africans
were vulnerable to the pain of such criticism because sport is such a central facet of South
African society.
Lapchick’s work is important for its spotlighting of South African sport’s implication
with politics, but it does not directly address the related but specific issues of this
dissertation: rugby, masculinity and Afrikaner nationalism. However, Lapchick, writing
in the early 1970s, did not benefit from the hindsight on these issues that other scholars
like Jarvie enjoyed in the 1980s.
Jarvie says that the tenet of works like Lapchick’s and Joan Brickhill’s is “that the
situation in South Africa can be best explained in terms of a unified white majority
subjugating and denying an undifferentiated black majority any meaningful rights by
means of a combination of overtly racist legislation, a powerful administrative machine
and the use of military force” (Sport 143). This is, for him, simplistic. Instead, “the
politics of sport, and consequently the politics of South African sport, needs to be grasped
as a mediated cultural form located within a set of social relations” (178).
To some extent, he says, earlier scholars’ oversimplification was remediated by the
definitive 1980s era work on sport in South Africa, Archer and Bouillon’s passionate
polemic. In this text, the authors give a detailed picture of the complex relationship
between South Africa and its sports until the early 1980s. Bolstered by a shift in thinking
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in the theoretical macrocosm and their own leanings, they nudge scholarship closer to the
concerns of this dissertation.
For Jarvie, even this work, though useful, does not go far enough. He sees “sporting
relations [as] . . . vivid expressions of privilege, oppression, domination and
subordination” (Sport 2). As such, he favors using “concepts of class conflict, ideology
and cultural struggle as axial principles for analyzing the nature, meaning and political
significance of South African sports policy” (Class 1). In his discussion, Jarvie draws on
Gramscian thought and relates the idea of organic crisis—the fragmentation of the ruling
class that offers opportunity for another group to rise— to the South African situation. In
doing so, he foregrounds sport’s importance “as a field of cultural struggle in the overall
resistance to South African ruling hegemony” (Class 2).
Jarvie is also troubled by prior scholarship that failed “to articulate clearly any
nationalist-socialist strategy” (Sport 182-83). For him, “the politics of race, class and
nationalism are but three of the complex interweaving factors which still [in the early
1990s] exert pressure on people’s choices, options, experiences and actions in South
Africa” (Sport 187).
Supplementing Jarvie’s work, Albert Grundlingh, André Odendaal, and Burridge
Spies published Beyond the Tryline: Rugby and South African Society, a landmark study
of the relationship of rugby to South African society. Noting the importance of rugby in
South Africa, this book responds to the problem that, with the 1995 Rugby World Cup in
South Africa looming, scholars do not understand “the deeper social significance of
rugby for the different groups in South Africa and the historical processes which account
for the nature of the country’s different rugby cultures” (“Introduction”). After
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describing South Africa’s return to international rugby once apartheid was dismantled,
Grundlingh expresses doubts that the 1995 Rugby World Cup that was about to be played
in South Africa “can act as a bridge to the masses and help soften social divisions” (21)—
he was for the most part, texts like Playing the Enemy and Invictus suggest, wrong.
Odendaal is the first to nuance perceptions of South African rugby and to relate a
“scandalously ignored history” (26) by arguing that “black South Africans have a long
. . . remarkable, rugby and sporting history” (25). Spies argues not only that despite the
game’s association with Afrikaners, South African rugby is the result of an imperial
heritage, but that “there is a rich English-speaking rugby culture and tradition” (64) in
South Africa. The most important conclusion of Spies’s study is that schools were
important agents for introducing and nurturing white South African rugby—this too is
manifest in the texts on which this study focuses. Grundlingh then looks at the white
South African “responses to isolation” (90) between 1970 and 1989. The involvement of
the South African Defense Force (viewed from the outside as a tool of a heinous regime)
with rugby spurred further disapproval by anti-apartheid forces that recognized the
relationship of the sport with apartheid practice. Noting white South African’s
bewildered, indignant condemnation of international opposition to apartheid, channeled
through rugby, Grundlingh argues that it was South Africans’ isolation from global trends
of social protest that facilitated their feeling of victimization by the “ ‘outside world’ ”
(91).
But Grundlingh’s most important chapter is “Playing for Power: Rugby, Afrikaner
Nationalism and Masculinity in South Africa.” Grundlingh is the first scholar to attempt
to articulate and explain this triad. In doing so, he argues that in order to comprehend the
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relationship between these factors, one must recognize the important role played by the
prestigious Afrikaner University of Stellenbosch. However, he also attributes other
factors to the Afrikaners’ raising of rugby to their national sport: these are the yoking of
“rugby symbolism and ethnic nationalism” (131), the sport’s “middle-class character,”
rugby’s attractiveness to its spectators and the implications, including those of gender, the
“reinforcement of notions of masculinity,” and “ultimate effective political control of the
game.” Historians concur that the shift in South African rugby ownership from the
imperially influenced British to the nationalistic Afrikaners occurred sometime early in
the twentieth century, but Grundlingh is not always specific about timing. Floris van der
Merwe, himself a Stellenbosch academic, contributes to the historiography by showing
that while rugby was played by Afrikaners with increasing enthusiasm and skill in the
concentration camps in which the British interred Boers during the South African Wars
of 1899-1902, exactly where, by whom, and how frequently is still unclear.
Boer/Afrikaner passion for rugby began then, but unthrottled enthusiasm, his research
suggests, seems to have come a decade or two later.
Archer and Bouillon had earlier speculated on why rugby appealed to Afrikaners.
They explain that the game as played by the English had developed an “essential
ambivalence” (67) that easily allowed rugby to “lend itself so perfectly to [Afrikaner]
physical, emotional and ideological needs” (66): “Rugby is a collective sport of combat,
which values physical endurance, strength and rapidity, the warrior virtues of struggle
and virility, fellowship and shared effort.” While they may be attributed to the game’s
“popular origins,” these characteristics and their attendant ethos made the game suitable
for “ ‘ideological investment’ ” and attractive to a “social elite with aristocratic ideals,”
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who, in the nineteenth century, could and did, “transform rugby . . . into a school of
moral discipline for future leaders.” Afrikaners, who believed themselves “a civilizing
elite, a pioneer people conquering barbarism,” saw “an image of their own ideology in
[rugby’s] symbols.”
The term “Afrikaner,” for Archer and Bouillon, refers to the people who identify with
Afrikaners, their values as represented in the Taal (Language) and Afrikaner society,
“and the political and historical movement which aims to recover independence and
sovereignty” (67), especially in the face of British imperialism. Afrikaners considered
themselves pioneers, the “ ‘indigenous advance guard of Christian civilization on the
Black Continent’ ” (R. Lefort as qtd. in Archer and Bouillon 67). Calvinists, with a
dogmatic belief in predestination— God had appointed them to guard civilization in
Africa. They believed that God had willed them to be not only separate from, but
justfully superior to black people; indeed to be their masters. A list of some important
moments in South African history since 1652 appears in Appendix A of this study.
In trying to pin down the characteristics of Afrikaner society, Archer and Bouillon cite
sociologist H. Lever, who published in 1978. He explains that Afrikaner society is
“characterized by heightened in–group solidarity”; this is “combined with an
unfavourable attitude towards certain out-groups, especially the non-Whites” (as qtd. in
Archer and Bouillon 64). Further, whites who speak Afrikaans are “apt to be more
ethnocentric than [their] English-speaking counterpart[s].” Lever sees Afrikaner society
as “homogenous,” with “the gap between the least tolerant or ethnocentric members and
its most tolerant or polycentric members” narrower than in the English-speaking group.
He notes that Afrikaner society pressurizes members “to group conformity and those who
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deviate from the norms are likely to be treated very severely.” He also believes that
“[r]eligion appears to play a far greater role in the life of the Afrikaner than in the lives of
the English”—so, it seems, Afrikaner nationalism, the most important and prominent
feature of the group, is “imbued with religious overtones.” For these reasons, Afrikaner
society was highly rule-bound and authoritarian. Archer and Bouillon quote Serge Thion,
who explains that Afrikaners saw themselves as “ ‘good, industrious, united, faithful to
God and to their word, simple and warm-hearted’ ” (67).
This offers a segue to discussion of sport in South Africa. From its origins, Archer and
Bouillon say, South African sport “both confirmed the racist assumptions of white
society and stood for the integrationist principles of the black elite” (3). However, black
interest dissipated as sport was used by whites for their own purposes to the disadvantage
of blacks. And so, “sport came to occupy for white South Africans its present supreme
rank among educational and social activities.” This relates to South African subjectivity:
“Emotionally, within South Africa the average white sportsman—and especially the
rugby player—has unconsciously elevated sport into a symbol of white virility and
superiority.” This resulted in sport achieving “a special political dimension” that was
important in the creation of Afrikaner nationalism. Sport and love of country became
implicated, while winning at sport endorsed apartheid’s validity (4).
One of the few females to theorize South African rugby, Desiree Lewis, sees the same
characteristics in Afrikaner culture as Lever, and Archer and Bouillon, do, but she goes
further than they by proposing that these are reflected in the game of rugby. She
investigates the appeal of rugby to the white, especially Afrikaner, psyche. She argues
that there is a “strong parallel between the objectives of rugby and the explicitly political
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behavior of South Africa’s dominant white faction” (15), and that rugby’s “rules and
codes define a clear insider/outsider opposition.” “These,” she says, “confirm entrenched
social hierarchies and restrict rugby’s participatory potential for those who suffer under
similar opposition in their day-to-day lives . . ..” Unlike soccer, “[r]ugby is a game of
ritualized events and esoteric moves, and what the players do is not always on view to the
spectator . . ..” For her, then, rugby is “[a] game of contrived esotericism.” She explains
the implications of this with the appeal of rugby in South Africa: “Restrictions of the
spectator’s access to the moves of rugby can offer the satisfaction of recognition for
groups who live by authoritarian rules and who seek to integrate these rules with their
cultural lives.” Hence the connection: “Afrikaner society is strongly autocratic, and the
reproduction of its codes in sport can confirm, harmonise and naturalise social dictates as
pleasures for social subjects negotiating different realms of experience.”
Further, while “[t]he power of Afrikanerdom has been an accomplished fact for a
number of years . . . Afrikaner self-definition and domination has rested on the constant
need to rehearse displays of force.” (15). And, for her, this relates to the game of rugby,
because, “[i]nterestingly, in rugby, the ball is quite accessible; it can be fully controlled
by the player who picks it up, carries it and runs off with it, passing it only when tackled
by a player from the opposing side. This suggests that the challenge in rugby is not so
much one of manipulating an elusive symbol, but of maintaining control over a resource
already possessed.” For Lewis, then, rugby is both a part of South African culture and
metonymic of it. These observations bolster her argument that “the playing of rugby is an
enactment of hegemony, a display of kragdadigheid [the gestalt of the apartheid state’s
might].”
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Understanding this, Coetzee, South Africa’s foremost novelist, has exalted neither
rugby nor the culture surrounding it in either his fiction or his critical musings. In “Four
Notes on Rugby,” Coetzee confesses a distaste for rugby in general, which he sees as an
“inherently violent” (121) and “crippled game” (122) that has never fulfilled its fancy of
“celebr[ating] speed, agility, strength, comradeship.” So why, he asks, does it thrive so in
South Africa? Partly, he suggests, because of its political influence. He makes several
related observations in this regard, first explaining that unlike cricket, rugby allowed “the
economically disadvantaged Afrikaner to assert himself magically over the Englishman.”
Further, he holds, rugby’s organization into the triangle of club, nation, and province also
modeled the singleness of purpose of white English-speaking South Africans. Rugby as
experienced by white South Africans leads to diplopia in that Afrikaners see national
triumph in an international victory, while an English South African may see “old imperial
values” endorsed. Rugby is a community experience for spectators: “Everyone is thus
engaged in creating and confirming value for everyone else” (124). Coetzee endorses
Huizinga’s idea that “ ‘[t]he play-concept must always remain distinct from all other
forms of thought’ ” (125). He then moves to critiquing children’s play, arguing that
“sport is a game played according to a well-defined set of rules,” that, by definition,
excludes everyone who does not play. He notes that in schools, especially boys’ schools,
free play and sport cannot overlap, and that for a child to play sport is to consent to
authority.
Coetzee’s idea of the complicity inherent in keeping the rules that an affinity for
sports suggests may be why, in trying to assess “the overall weight of sport’s influence in
politics and society” (14), Black and Nauright can conclude that “[sport] has often been a
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conservative, status quo-oriented influence in society.” Sport, they say, has frequently
“tended to reinforce patriarchal attitudes” and that “it has been widely supported by
social and political elites in an effort to maintain social control”; further, “it has been
used to encourage values supportive of the status quo.” There are exceptions to this
generalization, of course—one of the world’s most famous revolutionaries, Che Guevara,
played rugby. Black and Nauright do allow for sport’s “liberating and reformist
potential,” and for its being both reinforcing and dissenting of extant power structures.
Nauright and Black’s subsequent scholarship (Nauright and Black 1998 and Nauright
2010, for example) reiterates their early work, which offers a critical analysis of rugby in
South African society until the end of the twentieth century. They substantiate and
develop the arguments made by prior scholars, but also look at rugby in the postapartheid
era. One of their most interesting suggestions is that the Rugby World Cup may,
curiously, have injured South African rugby’s postapartheid transformation by suggesting
that 1995 rugby culture had adequately accommodated all necessary changes and was
acceptable as is. For these writers, serious critical enquiry focused on rugby in the
aftermath of apartheid was tardy in facilitating a new orientation for South African rugby.
Most theorists of rugby in South Africa include discussion of three issues that are not
discussed in any depth here: first, the existence and richness of rugby in the lives of male
South Africans who were not white; second, the development, importance and effect of
sporting isolation, especially rugby, on South Africa, and third, rugby and globalization.
It is in the light of the latter that Coetzee (“Retrospective”) castigates the Rugby
World Cup in general. He says that it is an “occasion for a month-long orgy of
chauvinism and mime-show of war among nations,” and believes that the neocolonialist
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capitalist enterprise motivating it parallels Afrikaner appropriation of rugby. In the case
of the 1995 tournament held in South Africa, it is neocolonialism that precipitates his
distaste for the opening ceremony during which, he says the colonial experience for
subaltern South Africans was reiterated by the representations offered.
It is with representations that this project is centrally concerned. However, as the
chapter outline that follows suggests, this would have been almost impossible without the
vast corpus of work distilled above.
Chapter Outline
Having provided the theoretical background to this dissertation, I now move to outline
the chapters comprising this study and to suggest why the project might make an
important contribution to literary studies and other disciplines. Then, as a curtain raiser to
examining the texts that follow them, I discuss a trio of related works: Playing the Enemy
(2008) by John Carlin, the movie it inspired, Clint Eastwood’s Invictus (2009), and the
poem “Invictus” by William Ernest Henley; it is from this poem that the film draws its
name. By looking at the complicated ways in which these works relate to each other, I
offer background to the texts that follow.
The second chapter is the first of three sections in which I compare Alan Paton’s Too
Late, the Phalarope (1953), to Damon Galgut’s The Beautiful Screaming of Pigs (1991),
and to Mark Behr’s Embrace (2000). In these (Chapters Two, Three, and Four), the ways
in which the books depict the complex intersections between rugby, masculinity, and
Afrikaner nationalism are discussed.
These chapters argue that as represented in these texts, a male protagonist’s devotion
to the ruggedly masculine game of rugby is one of a constellation of markers that
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indicates his commitment to apartheid ideology and his concomitant ability and
willingness to perpetuate the Afrikaner patriarchy; others factors include unquestioningly
reliable military performance and proven heterosexuality. As a corollary, affectiveness in
the male protagonist’s character, read as threateningly female and thus weak by his
father, predicts the boy’s defection from apartheid, causing a special strain at the fatherson nexus. While Paton’s protagonist is an outstanding rugby player, a fine soldier and
policeman, and is likely heterosexual, the narrators of the other texts dislike rugby,
mistrust the military, and may be gay. But there is a pattern that begins with Paton: in
these novels, the protagonists, all somehow sensitive, in some way defect from apartheid
ideology and are finally considered traitors to the creeds of their families, communities,
and country. In this novel, there is little overt direct violence, but significant evidence of
structural and cultural violence. As such, Chapter Two concludes, Paton’s text is an
important thematic forebearer to the work of two contemporary South African writers.
Chapter Three uses close reading of Galgut’s early novel to relate it to Paton’s. I trace
the way that the pattern established by Paton is validated and developed by Galgut, but
show that Galgut scrutinizes South African masculine identity through rugby, and closely
identifies the game with the South African military, which was in the midst of its might
during the years when the novel was set; as a consequence, both are unequivocally
implicated with the violences of apartheid society. I expand the discussion of violence by
looking at the cruelty alluded to in Galgut’s title, which describes the slaughter of swine
on his Afrikaner grandparents’ farm, and I relate it to some of the violences pervasive in
apartheid society.
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The fourth chapter, building on the work of Paton and Galgut, looks at Behr’s epiclength second novel, Embrace (2000), and its thematic similarity to Paton’s and Galgut’s.
It shows that of the three novels, this tome offers the most complex representations of the
relationships between rugby, masculinity, and Afrikaner nationalism. Multiple violences
that are direct (war and corporal punishment, for example), structural (homophobia), and
cultural (even floral arrangements) are made manifest in this text and these are explored
in this section of my study. The chapter also uses Behr’s short story “Esprit de Corps”
(2009) to develop discussion of several scenes of violence in Embrace, to examine
complicity in violence, and to do these within the framework of school rugby. Behr’s
indictment of rugby, hegemonic masculinity, and Afrikaner nationalism is supported by
his (very) short story, “Boy,” which is a response to Jamaica Kincaid’s “Girl” (1978).
Galgut and Behr, this study shows, take their place alongside Paton, one of South
Africa’s most famous writers. But their work is also temporally and thematically linked
to the oeuvre of Coetzee, a Nobel laureate and one of the world’s most admired authors.
In the texts discussed in Chapters One through Four, representations of rugby are overt.
In Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians they are less obvious, but, I argue, unequivocally
present; this is also true of Blomkamp’s District 9 (D9). This claim is the core of Chapter
Five.
Both texts discussed in this chapter are considered allegories. While D9 is specific
about its setting in time and place, Barbarians is not, an issue that preoccupies scholars.
But, taking issue with other critics, I argue that Barbarians, which indicts all colonialisms
and imperialisms, is less remote from apartheid South Africa than it is accepted to be;
indeed, its esoteric allusions to South African national rugby and the violences with
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which the Springboks are associated here constitute a more direct condemnation of
apartheid society than the novel’s allegorical form suggests it might make.
The chapter progresses to discuss Blomkamp’s science-fiction allegory of both
apartheid and current South African xenophobia (2009), which was nominated for four
Academy Awards in 2010. The film offers scenes of direct violence that are unsubtle in
their audacity, indeed almost unbearable in their intensity and protractedness. It is not in
its representations of direct violence that the film functions most effectively as allegorical
of current South African xenophobia and of apartheid itself, but rather in its stark
depiction of structural and cultural violence. But, this chapter asks, if this text is so
thematically similar to many that precede it, where is the rugby? This chapter finds
evidence, again relatively esoteric (on occasion even subliminal), of an allusion to the
Springboks that, through its representations, implicates them and South African rugby in
direct, structural, and cultural violence. The chapter shows how rugby in these texts is
related to, and even metonymic of, a constellation of violences that are attributable to
apartheid, colonialism, and neocolonialism. By the end of Chapter Five, the dissertation,
which urged in its title that we “try” to “tackle’ representations of rugby in contemporary
South African texts, will have done so, hopefully without incurring any penalties. As the
final whistle blows, I look ahead to more work on/in my field.
Expected Contributions to the Field
This dissertation constitutes the first sustained study of representations of rugby in
South African texts. It is also the first to identify the intersections between literary
representations of the sport and the multitude of violences represented in South African
literature. It ought, as such, to make a major contribution to exposing the reciprocity of
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the relationships between sport and the performances of gender and nationalism, as well
as its corollary, xenophobia, in South Africa. Though it is geographically specific in its
focus, it contains ideas that may be usefully extrapolated to other contexts. Further,
because the dissertation looks at texts that have recently been published, it draws
attention to important new sources, offers a paradigm for relating them, and shows how
they can be used to reread canonical and established works.
The study also offers an important and unusual link between literature and Peace
Studies, the corollary of which is violence studies. South Africa is an extraordinarily
violent society, and even twenty-two years after Nelson Mandela’s release from prison
and the beginning of the official dismantling of apartheid, those who live there
experience daily fear of such direct violences as murder, rape, and assault; they often
describe being wearied by the chronic stress of fear and accompanying hypervigilance.
This horrific situation is, arguably, even worse for non-citizen “aliens” from other parts
of Africa. Known as makwerekwere—“those who speak funny”—they are at any minute
possible victims of pogromic xenophobic violence. Structural and cultural violences
persist.
Because of its focus on violence, this project is an important one within and without
the field of literary studies. Any work that draws attention to violence in South African
society and clarifies its causes has the potential to help to explain conflict and pain and
perhaps, eventually, to even help to alleviate it. The dissertation’s foundation in literary
texts offers a seemingly unusual lens for the study of violence in a society. However,
literature itself constitutes historiography, anthropological and psychological testimony,
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and food for thought for the social sciences, all of which are relevant in understanding
and addressing sweeping social trends.
The project is also important for exposing the ways in which sport is involved in
popular culture and represented in literature as such. Sport’s implication with popular
culture is an international phenomenon, but few think about Gramsci as they celebrate or
curse sports teams and individual athletes. The study of sport in literature is still a niche
in literary studies, but, as many schools of literary theory and criticism—Marxism, new
historicism, postcolonial studies, and cultural studies, for example—privilege history,
context, and culture, it is likely that sport will increasingly be used as a lens to study the
political grasp of literature. Reciprocally, literature may be employed as a way to study
sport’s political implications.
Compounding recent scholarly interest in popular culture have been the phenomena of
powerful international media and globalization. In the context of globalization especially,
the ideas of neocolonialism, and its predecessor, colonization, cannot be ignored. The
project of Empire, it is widely recognized, irrevocably disrupted native life physically,
culturally, religiously, and intellectually, imposing new models of work and leisure. The
relationship between colonizer and colonized has traditionally been a dialectical one,
resulting in the hybridization of both—this has occurred, among other ways, racially,
linguistically, gastronomically, and in the area of sport. This dissertation is important
because it shows how imperial sports both interpolated those of the natives but were also
transformed by them; this makes an important point that relates to postcolonial studies of
transformation.
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Once sport was imported to the colonies and became implicated with postcolonial
transformation, it became inextricably related to politics and nationalism. The
relationship between sport and nationalism has been overt since at least the 1936 Berlin
Olympic games, but there is a dearth of significant explorations of the relationship
between sport –especially rugby—and nationalism in literary texts or literary scholarship.
This project aims to help redress that insufficiency.
As it draws on the work of theorists from so many disciplines, so may this project be
of reciprocal interest to them: scholars of literature, African and South African studies,
history, anthropology, psychology, sociology, gender studies, sport studies, international
studies and political science, and postcolonial studies might be among these. Because
rugby is so commanding and compelling an aspect of South African culture, the
dissertation may also be of interest to those who study popular culture.
Invictus
Among those outside the academic mainstream but part of pop culture himself is
movie actor and director Eastwood. His Invictus is the catalyst for texts related to South
African rugby. The film stars Morgan Freeman and Matt Damon. Released in December
2009, it captivated audiences with its depiction of Nelson Mandela and his savvy use of
the 1995 World Cup Rugby Tournament in South Africa as an opportunity for building a
postapartheid South African nation. Eastwood’s film takes its title from Henley’s poem.
It is based on Carlin’s book, the 2010 edition of which has been renamed Invictus, even
while nothing in the book alludes to the origin of its new title. Nor is there mention in
Playing of even the word “Invictus,” Latin for “unconquered.” Another related text, The
16th Man, is one of thirty hour-length films made by ESPN on its thirtieth anniversary, is
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directed by Clifford Bestall and Lori McCreary, and is produced and narrated by Morgan
Freeman. These texts are, therefore, implicated, in some ways almost incestuously so.
The earliest of the works is the poem. Henley, whose leg was amputated as a result of
tuberculosis of the bone, wrote it in 1875 as a pledge to face his suffering bravely, but it
was not published until 1888. Originally untitled, it was named “Invictus” when it was
anthologized in The Oxford Book of English Verse (1900) by Arthur Quiller-Couch. The
poem appears as this dissertation’s Appendix B.
How does Henley’s work, which bears a title he himself never attached to it, come to
so influence this constellation of texts? The film shows, and scholars like Elleke Boehmer
relate, that the poem was a mantra that Nelson Mandela used as self-inspiration to
stoically survive his twenty-seven year imprisonment and to affirm the dignity-preserving
power of self-agency; Boehmer pithily describes the poem as a “correlative for
[Mandela’s] survival-by-rigour” (157). Mandela had, Boehmer says, shared the poem and
its sentiments with fellow prisoners on Robben Island. The film shows him sharing it
again with Springbok rugby captain François Pienaar just before the Boks’ 1995 Rugby
World Cup victory, but, interestingly, neither Pienaar’s memoir Rainbow Warrior (1999)
nor Carlin’s book ever describe this. Mandela, in his support of the Springbok team and
his pragmatic gumption in “playing the enemy” (the whites, and especially Afrikaners,
who had been his oppressors), became the team’s metaphorical “sixteenth man,” adding
the power and advantage of an extra player to the fifteen men already on the field—this
explains ESPN’s choice of The 16th Man as title of its documentary.
Boehmer explains how Mandela came to have an affiliation for the poem. She relates
that he learned “lessons in moral and communal responsibility” (84) as a boy at his
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guardian Paramount Chief Jongintaba’s court, and these were reinforced by his studies at
the missionary colleges Healdtown and Fort Hare. She says that these schools used the
British public school as example, but they believed even more deeply than the originals
that physical toughness built character. These schools aimed “to create ‘black
Englishmen’, instilling in their students the so-called English values of social
responsibility and fair play, and the ambition to promote principled, orderly conduct in
public life” (84). The strength of this influence on Mandela was so enormous that
Boehmer draws parallels between Mandela and “maverick imperial heroes [like] . . .
Baden Powell, or indeed Lord Nelson himself—who too might have taken Henley’s
‘Invictus’ as their inspiration” (129).
The tone of Henley’s poem and its message of stoicism as reportedly interpreted by
Mandela evokes the most famous poetic message of Victorian stoicism, Rudyard
Kipling’s “If —.” This poem, though not directly concerned with Henley’s, has three
oblique connections to this dissertation. First, in its relation to South Africa: in Kipling’s
posthumously published autobiography, Something of Myself: For Friends Known and
Unknown, Kipling says that he was inspired to write “If—” by Leander Starr Jameson. It
was Jameson who led the British raid against the Boers that was a contributing factor to
the outbreak of the Second Boer War, itself an experience that stirred what would
become the Afrikaner nationalism with which this dissertation is concerned. Second,
“If—” is now indelibly related to sport and its perceived components of poise, endurance,
and fairness; the lines “If you can meet with triumph and disaster/And treat those two
impostors just the same” are inscribed on the wall of the player’s entrance at the
Wimbledon Tennis Complex in England, site of the famous tennis tournament. The third
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connection is more subtle, but relates most especially to Chapters Two, Three, and Four,
in which paternal anxiety about a son’s masculinity is manifest: “If—” is a didactic poetic
monologue by a father addressing his son, explaining the markers of manliness to him. In
similar spirit, Pienaar, concluding Rainbow, addresses his sons and cites the poem “The
Guy in the Glass,” which he erroneously attributes to Kipling. Similar in tone to
Kipling’s, it was, in fact, written by Dale Wimbrow (1895-1954).
“If—” is now one of Kipling’s most famous texts. But while Kipling’s work has been
lauded, Henley’s poem has been castigated by literary critics, most indictingly by Forrest
Williams. He lambastes the work, finding it “a mediocre effort” with “monotonous” (54)
meter and “hackneyed” vocabulary. He criticizes the rhyme scheme and calls the poem “a
lengthy and ponderous linguistic apparatus” which would better read as a simple pledge
of resolve, something like, “‘Whatever happens, I just won’t give up!’. ”
Though less expansive, van Schalkwyk also dislikes the poem. He calls its sentiment
“mawkishly inspirational” (61), and says that it “evokes the stereotypical, and by now
outmoded, heroism of the late-Victorian gentleman faced with seemingly insurmountable
odds.” One easily agrees with van Schalkwyk’s claim that “the poem’s tone derives from
the ideology of the public school, of boys who play the game and meet the challenges,
victories and failures of the sports field with grace and courage.” It is in this sense, he
believes, that “Invictus” is a precursor to Henry Newbolt’s poem “Vitae Lampada’”
which, he says, “draws uncomfortable connections between the morality of sport
inculcated and institutionalized by the public school, and the imperialist project of
Victorian England.”
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Boehmer, a renowned postcolonial theorist, also objects to the ethos of Henley’s work
in strong terms. For her, the poem has a place “[a]mong the other products of imperialistamputee Henry’s pen [like] the jingoistic collection For England’s Sake, published to
whip up British fervour for the Boer War” (157). But, for her, unlike for Williams, the
form of the poem supports its message, or it did at least for Mandela: Boehmer says,
“Mandela clearly found his Victorian ethic of self-mastery given compelling expression
within the frame of a controlled rhyme scheme supported by strong monosyllabic nouns.”
“From this,” she explains, “[i]t was only a small step from espousing this poem to
assuming a Victorian persona.” And he did this in letters to his children: “In ways they
predictably found alienating, he liked to exhort them to ever-greater effort, reiterating that
ambition and drive were the only means of escaping an ‘inferior position’ in life.” For
her, such keen counsel is reminiscent of “If—.”
Van Schalkwyk skeptically but usefully explains the connection between the Henley
poem and the Eastwood film:
The phrase “captain of my soul” provides Eastwood with the perfect foil
for the conceit that allows Mandela to “join forces” with the captain of
South African rugby. The spirit of Nelson Mandela and his famous
“Madiba Magic,” Eastwood suggests, provided the inspiration for a team
of no-hopers to go on and win the 1995 World Cup, thus forging the first
bonds of unity between the (formerly) disenfranchised and deeply
embittered masses and their (former) Afrikaner oppressors. (60)
But it is Playing, with its depiction of the national unity orchestrated by Mandela
during the Rugby World Cup that, van Schalkwyk says, primarily informs Eastwood’s
narrative. In expanding his discussion, van Schalkwyk cites Bill Keller’s New York Times
review of the book. In this, Keller, tapping into a more widespread unease, says that “ ‘A
caveat [regarding the narrative] is required: the premise that . . . even a championship
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[rugby] game, could heal three centuries of racial division, dispelling accumulated terrors
and hatreds in a magic Mandela moment, is romantic overstatement’ ” (60-61).
Nevertheless, Keller argues that the book succeeds because of the “journalistic skill” with
which Carlin “summons witnesses, ‘from ardent liberation firebrands to white racist
bitter-enders . . .’ ” (61).
Others levy more specific criticisms against the film. Chris Thurman, for example,
notes that those who know rugby find the film’s representations of the sport unrealistic,
while filmmakers and technicians find the film esthetically and technically faulty.
For the purposes of this project, the effects of Invictus and Playing are mixed. The
texts well foreground the reciprocal relationship between rugby and South African
nationalism, and both texts expose rugby as a somatically violent game. However, they
do not overtly examine the relationships between rugby, Afrikaner nationalism, and
masculinity that many other important South African texts do—the important metonymic
relationship between rugby, Afrikaner nationalism, and masculinity is not tackled. As
such, when juxtaposed to other texts, they appear simplistic.
* *

*

*

*

Matt Damon, playing the position of forward known as eighth man, leans into the
scrum, extricates the ball, and is tackled. The game is over; his team loses. Epithets spew
from his lips: “Fuck you! Fuckin’ queers, fuckin’ homos. Firemen getting pussy for the
first time in the history of fire or pussy. Go save a kitten in a tree . . . Fuckin’ firefighters
are a bunch of homos!”
This is not a scene from Invictus, but one near the beginning of a film not directly
about rugby—Martin Scorcese’s The Departed (2006). By the end of the film, the scene
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seems ironic: Damon’s character may be gay, an identity he that he screens behind ardent
homophobia. Scorcese’s film, with its fleeting representation of rugby, offers a more
complex link between the game and issues of masculinity than Invictus does. In this
sense, that text, though not a focus of this study, also relates to the work of contemporary
South African writers and filmmakers like Paton, Galgut, Behr, Coetzee, and Blomkamp.
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Fig. 1. South African satirist Pieter-Dirk Uys in persona as the beloved fictitious
Afrikaner matriarch and power broker, Evita Bezuidenhout. Self-appointed South African
royalty, Tannie (Aunt) Evita holds a protea, South Africa’s national flower, as her
scepter, and a rugby ball emblazoned with a springbok as her orb. Her sash is the orange,
white, and blue of the apartheid national flag. This portrait, from his/her book, Kossie
Sikilela, delightfully encapsulates the constellation of concerns of this study.
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CHAPTER TWO
“THE CLEANNESS OF RUGBY”
ALAN PATON’S TOO LATE, THE PHALAROPE
Cry, the beloved country, for the unborn child that is the inheritor of our
fear. Let him not love the earth too deeply. Let him not laugh too gladly
when the water runs through his fingers, nor stand too silent when the
setting sun makes red the veld with fire. Let him not be too moved when
the birds of his land are singing, nor give too much of his heart to a
mountain or a valley. For fear will rob him of all if he gives too much.
(Alan Paton Cry, the Beloved Country 80)
All these things I will write down, yet it is not only that they trouble my
mind . . . For I also remember the voice that came to John in Patmos,
saying, what thou seest, write it in a book . . .. (Paton Too Late, the
Phalarope 5)
Just to let you know that a Grey Phalarope was seen 600km inland at
Marievale in South Africa. (Doug Newman Internet Post 8 December
2005)
Introduction
Alan Paton (1903-1988), though best known as a writer of fiction, was also a prolific
social and cultural critic, a philosopher, and active politician. He founded the South
African Liberal Party (1953-1968), established to oppose the ruling United Party’s effete
anti-apartheid policies. Though hardly radical—indeed fairly conservative at the time of
its origins—the Liberal Party’s antigovernment practices modified to become a perceived
threat to the regime, and it was disbanded in the face of pressure from the apartheid
government. As he attempted to evince in his politics, Paton was substantially motivated
by his Christianity and deep desire to be “an instrument of [God’s] peace” (Instrument 9),
and he strived to practice a profound humanism. His literature, though replete with
ideological blind spots, indicates this love and concern for the plight of all people.
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Paton himself lived with severe filial strain: his immigrant father James, though a
lover of literature, music, debating, and nature, was, for reasons that included his
religious intransigence and lack of education, tormented, authoritarian, and brutal, and he
often inflicted corporal punishment on his family. Alan and his siblings loathed him.
So did others, it seems. Enough to murder him. In 1930, weeks after he had
disappeared while on a nature walk, James Paton’s bloated body was found floating in a
Natal river. Biographer Peter Alexander argues that Paton senior was likely murdered in a
crime of passion by a member of the local black community after he had lavished
inappropriate advances and affections on one of their women. Alexander relates this to
the son’s writing: “Paton shows . . . a fascination with the psychology of the white man,
apparently a pillar of rectitude, wrestling with his overwhelming desire for a black
woman, and ultimately falling to his destruction” (106). Phalarope takes up this theme.
When Paton wrote Phalarope, the Springboks, not having lost an international test
series at home for fifty years, were in their glory days. Their success helped to generate
so much passion for the sport that in The Land and People of South Africa, Paton told his
readers that “[w]hite South Africans are madly enthusiastic about playing rugby . . .”
(42). In Phalarope, Paton foregrounds rugby to a far greater extent than elsewhere in his
fiction. His understanding of rugby’s importance and the sport’s culture enriches
Phalarope’s realism and allows Paton to use it metonymically to represent apartheid’s
direct, structural, and cultural violences.
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This chapter is the first of three in which I juxtapose Phalarope (1953), Damon
Galgut’s The Beautiful Screaming of Pigs (1991), and Mark Behr’s Embrace (2000).1 By
discussing the ways in which the books depict the complex intersections between rugby,
masculinity, and Afrikaner/South African nationalism, I argue that as represented in these
texts, a male protagonist’s relationship with the ruggedly masculine game of rugby is one
of a constellation of markers that indicates his commitment to apartheid ideology and his
concomitant ability and willingness to perpetuate the Afrikaner patriarchy; other factors
include unquestioningly reliable military performance and proven heterosexuality. But in
each novel, there is an affectiveness in the male protagonist’s character that is read as
threateningly female, and thus weak, by his father. Because in these books fathers and
sons are metonymic of the apartheid patriarchy, any missing marker in a youth might
indicate a loose hatch on the armored vehicle of apartheid thinking. The implications of
this argument—that rejection of rugby, fluid sexuality, and emotional penetrability
determine an Afrikaner male’s political preferences—relate here to the representations in
the texts at hand, and cannot necessarily be generalized to real life. Nevertheless,
anecdotally and historically, South African men similar to those in the novels were often
subject to social scorn and familial, especially paternal, rejection, which might have
predisposed them to doubt or even to oppose the worldview that demanded of them what
they would not deliver. As a corollary, a male protagonist’s affectiveness predicts the
boy’s defection from apartheid and causes a special strain at the filial nexus. While
Paton’s protagonist is an outstanding rugby player, a fine soldier and policeman, and
lives as heterosexual, the other texts’ narrators dislike rugby, mistrust the military, and
1

Chapters Two, Three, and Four of this dissertation originated from my article published in
The English Academy Review. I appreciate the journal’s permission to use parts of it and to
develop it for this study.
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their sexuality is less defined. In these novels, the protagonists, all subversively sensitive,
in some way defect from apartheid ideology and are finally considered traitors to the
creeds of their families, communities, and country. As such, Paton’s text is an important
thematic forebearer to the younger writer’s work.
Some comments on the term “affectiveness.” By this I mean emotional permeability
and responsiveness to one’s own and others’ feelings—the ability and willingness to feel.
“Affectiveness” here overlaps with empathy, but also relates to “in/expressiveness.”2 In
“The Inexpressive Male: Tragedy or Sexual Politics,” Jack W. Sattel points out that while
affectiveness and expressiveness are not the same thing (one can be affective without
being expressive), they do align—inexpression is behavior that is “affectively neutral”
(425). He postulates that culture teaches boys inexpressiveness “as a means to be
implemented later in men assuming and maintaining . . . power.” In this novel, the
mechanism of suppressing affectivity is “armour[ing]” (30, 184, 204, and 262). For
Sattel, then, “INEXPRESSIVENESS is a role determined by the corresponding power
(actual or potential) of that role.” Sattel sees a correlation between inexpressiveness and
upper class, powerful males.
How and why Paton’s elite and powerful protagonist comes to betray constitutes the
plot of Phalarope, which relates the fall of the respected Afrikaner dynasty, the van
Vlaanderens, as a result of its scion Pieter’s adulterous sexual transgressions across the
color line in increasingly repressive post-World War Two apartheid South Africa. The
particular law that Pieter violates is “Act 5 of [the Immorality Act] of 1927” (239). One

2

In this novel, the ability to master displays of emotion is also related to racial mastery: when
the boy Pieter becomes stuck in a tree while she is minding him, his aunt Sophie “cried and
screamed, as [she] should never have done before the black nation” (my emphasis 102).

70

of the cornerstones of apartheid, this was “the iron law that no white man might touch a
black woman, nor might any white woman be touched by a black man” (17).
The brutal consequences of violating this statute are made clear in several places: the
novel’s narrator explains that “to go against this [iron] law . . . was to be broken and
destroyed” (17). As Pieter, with an ironic foreshadowing of his own fate, explains in the
first chapter to Dick, a youth he apprehends in pursuit of Stephanie, the woman of color
with whom Pieter himself will have illicit sexual relations, “[w]hether you’re old or
young, rich or poor, respected or nobody, whether you’re a Cabinet Minister or a
predikant [minister] or a headmaster or a tramp, if you touch a black woman and you’re
discovered, nothing’ll save you” (13)—it is a transgression “never forgiven, never
forgotten” (16). After committing the most shameful of crimes “against the race” (265),
Pieter is branded as a scandalous defector, a traitor to his family, his community, and his
country, an ironic fate for one who so well served the South African repressive and
ideological apparatuses. As such, Paton’s plot ironizes the name of Pieter’s family
homestead: his transgression is “Buitenverwagting” (beyond expectation).
Afrikaners’ visceral response to contact with colored skin is a component of the ethos
of the Immorality Act. Why did sex across the color line so revile them? In a disturbing
passage the middle of the book, Pieter relates how he and other Stellenbosch students
were informally discussing not “football or psychology or religion” (125) as was their
wont, but “colour and race, and whether such feelings were born in us or made.” His
friend, Moffie de Bruyn, relates how he once rushed to the assistance of a woman injured
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in a car accident.3 But, when he finds that she is Malay, “he let her go in horror, not even
gently” (126), because “the touch of such a person was abhorrent to him.” Moffie
attributes this to something “deep down in him, a part of his very nature.” “And,” he
adds, “many Afrikaners are the same.” This supports Patrick Lenta’s observation that
“[t]he moral, legal and religious discourses of prohibition through which the colonial
identity is constituted are usually successful in creating in white men a conscious
revulsion against the ‘abject’ colonised woman that precludes sexual attraction” (74).
Moffie’s confession is problematic in that it to some extent relieves the speaker of
agency and thus responsibility for modifying his outlook, but it is an effective technique
for Paton to propose and nuance Afrikaner subjectivity. I use the term “subjectivity” here
in the sense that Karen Coats does—she says that “[t]he subject is both active and
passive; it has agency and responsibility, but at the same time it is bound by rules and
laws outside itself and constrained by its own unconscious processes” (3).
Further, Afrikaner racial repulsion—repulsion in its literal sense being an urge on the
part of one or more actors to create apartness/apartheid—led to anxiety about
miscegenation. This was so for two reasons. First, the impulse and willingness to engage
in sexual union across the color line would acknowledge that Afrikaners’ physical and
emotional responses to people of other races may, contrary to Moffie’s claim, be
inconsistent; this would constitute a fissure in Afrikaner solidarity. Second, history,
policy, and practice evince Afrikaner anxiety about interracial procreation, the “defiling”
of the “purity” of the white race. For these reasons, the Immorality Act was reinforced by
the Prohibition of Mixed Marriages Act (1950) and other apartheid legislation.
3

The name here carries racial and sexual irony—“de Bruyn,” is a common Afrikaner name,
but it means “of Brown,” and thus has the capacity to suggest miscegenation in the bloodline.
The word “moffie” is Afrikaans slang for an effeminate gay man.
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Much of the text’s distinctive rhythm and (often faux) Afrikaans idiom derives from
its quirky pronunciation and frequent re-use and collocations of certain words. The
narrator is Pieter’s cleft-lipped Tante (Aunt) Sophie, who lives in her brother’s
household. Sophie’s story is studded with excerpts from Pieter’s own journal, which offer
less mediated accounts of his interiority. The parallel narratives of aunt and nephew
include many descriptions of Sophie’s brother and Pieter’s father, Jakob.
Jakob van Vlaanderen: “A Giant of a Man”
While Jakob’s first name alludes to the Biblical patriarch, the last name “van
Vlaanderen”—“from Flanders” in Afrikaans—relates his bloodline to South Africa’s
early European settlers. The implication is that this family is a “real” European-BoerAfrikaner one, with all the prestige of established citizenship.
The patriarch is a dour man who exemplifies the characteristics of Afrikaner society as
described by theorists like Archer and Bouillon, and Lever in Chapter One of this study.
At the beginning of the novel, Sophie sets out the 1950s Afrikaner worldview with which
Jakob’s demeanor and lifestyle are consistent:
The mist had gone and the stars shone down on . . . the farms of [Pieter’s]
nation and people . . . on the whole countryside that [the Afrikaners] had
bought with years of blood and sacrifice; for they had trekked from the
British Government with its officials and its missionaries and its laws that
made a black man as good as his master, and had trekked into a continent,
dangerous and trackless, where wild beasts and savage men, and grim and
waterless plains, had given way before their fierce will to be separate and
survive. Then out of the harsh world of rock and stone they had come to
the grass country, all green and smiling, and had given to it the names of
peace and thankfulness. They had built their houses and their churches;
and as God had chosen them for a people, so did they choose him for their
God, cherishing the separateness that was now His Will. They set their
conquered enemies apart, ruling them with unsmiling justice, declaring
“no equality in Church or State”, and making the iron law . . .. (16-17)
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Jakob’s philosophy is that “the point of living is to serve the Lord your God, and
uphold the honour of your church and language and people” (92 and 270). He has “great
respect for austerity and silence” (22). The word “obedience” (81), Sophie says, is one
that Jakob understands better than “love” (82). He believes that “the husband is head of
the wife, and that her true nature is to be obedient” (40); this “he practised in his own
house.” He considers Afrikaans “a holy tongue, given by God in the wilderness” (82). He
fraternizes only conditionally with those other to him; for example, he is “no lover of
Englishmen” (22). He will not suffer those who attend no church. Afrikaner Calvinist
Christianity is so central to Jakob’s life that to read any text other than The Book or an
Afrikaans newspaper seems deviant and necessary of sanction. While others in the family
supported the English rather than the Nazis during World War II, Jakob considered it “an
English war, and would not believe the stories of Hitler and the Jews” (33). Religious,
authoritarian, and intransigent in his antipathy to anything that challenges his ideology,
Jakob is metonymic of Afrikaner patriarchy at its most extreme.
In her reading of Behr’s The Smell of Apples, “Decolonizing the Patriarch,” Frederike
Olivier examines the role of the patriarch with special focus on apartheid society. She
notes that, partly because they deferred to the Judeo-Christian Bible, Afrikaners accorded
the father “the dominant space” (522); this observation is consistent with representations
of Jakob. She articulates the patriarch’s role:
The patriarch is he who can be relied upon . . . entrusted with the task of
safe-keeping and keeping sacred, capable of forging ahead, of mastering
adversity and adversaries, of protecting kith and kin, a “man” amongst
men, wise, strong, unflinching, unwavering, determined, single-minded,
the standard-bearer of the morality of the nation. By virtue of all these: he
who supremely governs—for the survival of his people into a future.
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But Jakob is no ordinary Boer patriarch—as “Chairman of the whole [political] Party
in the grass country,” he is also profoundly influential politically (58). Paton parallels the
patriarch’s macro- and microcosms: Jakob “rule[s]” the party “as he rule[s] his own
home.” With dismissive but confident superiority, Jakob privately jokes that the men in
Pretoria are his “span of oxen.” This pithy metaphor suggests that while Jakob concedes
Pretoria politicians’ brawny fortitude, he is disparaging of their intellects and initiative.
The ox-team image creaks with meaning under the weight of Afrikaner history and
culture because one of the most iconic images of Afrikaners is that of sturdy Boer
pioneers in ox wagons during the Great Trek from the Cape to the country’s interior
during the 1830s and 1840s. The ox wagon’s symbolism was entrenched by the first
verse of the white South African national anthem, Die Stem, first used during the 1920s,
which implicated the beasts’ and vehicles’ strength under strain with the stalwart
Afrikaner spirit. This was reinforced by a commemoration of the Great Trek in 1938,
during which nationalist Afrikaners re-enacted the journey. The formation in 1939 of an
anti-British and nationalist Nazi-sympathizing organization, the Ossewabrandwag, or
“ox-wagon sentinel,” enshrined the ox wagon symbol in Afrikaner culture. This was
buttressed by the architecture of the Voortrekker Monument, the outdoor walls of which
represent a laager of sixty-four ox wagons. Paton’s image, then, suggests that Jakob is a
driving force in South African nationalist politics, steering and even cracking a whip over
a team that does his bidding. Jakob’s teasing claim to control Pretoria hints that he may
even be affiliated with the secret Afrikaner male elite Broederbond (“bond/band/league
of brothers”), which designed and managed all aspects of South African society that
affected Afrikaners, even sport, and especially rugby.
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The ox-span metaphor is a poignant choice by Paton, who, as Alexander relates,
during the 1930s developed an affiliation for Afrikanerdom. Enthused by the Trek
centenary re-enactment, he assembled a wagon convoy and journeyed to the hilltop
outside Pretoria for the celebration’s culmination, the laying of the cornerstone of the
Voortrekker Monument. There, Paton discovered that not being an Afrikaner, he was
unwelcome; he even witnessed anti-English hostility. He realized that the re-enactment’s
purpose was to unite Afrikanerdom, not South Africa, and that its ethos and effect was
indeed divisive to the country. His experience there inspired one of only two poems he
wrote in Afrikaans: this describes a child’s death as he is trampled by a wagon and its
span of oxen. Cry, the beloved country, the poem infers.
The repetition of the ox-team image at the end of the book reiterates the van
Vlaanderen loss of power after Pieter’s transgression has been exposed: “Had things been
otherwise, the whole town and countryside would have been [at Jakob’s funeral], and
people from Johannesburg and Pretoria, and all the members of Parliament that he had
called in jest his span of oxen” (271).
Violences in the Novel: “Had Things Been Otherwise . . . ”
“Had things been otherwise . . .” Sophie laments, and Mina, on hearing of her son’s
transgressions, “cried out for what might have been . . . and for sorrow of . . . the deep
things of fathers and sons and childhood . . .” (254-55). Paton’s language, in the context
of this study, evokes International Peace Researcher Johan Galtung’s definition of
violence, “the cause of the difference between the potential and the actual, between what
could have been and what is” (“Violence” 168). As such, it is helpful to revisit Galtung’s
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broad concept of violence in greater detail, and to consider the ethos and practice of
apartheid while doing so.
The novel’s story-within-a-story, that of the Smiths, encapsulates many of the violences
with which Paton’s text and this study are concerned. While his wife is pregnant, the
unremarkable farmer, Smith—whose generic name suggests a white English-speaking
everyman—impregnates their black servant. His terror of the material evidence of his
trespasses is so debilitating that his wife finds out. Frightened too, the wife helps her
husband to drown the woman, decapitate her, bury her head, and sink her body. The
murder, energetically investigated by the police, is traced to the couple, and “the great
machinery of the law . . . turn[s] to its task of retribution” (39). After a galvanizing trial,
the woman is sentenced to a year in prison, and her husband to hang.
Smith, then, initially commits the same crime as Pieter—(adulterous) violation of the
Immorality Act—but Smith moves to murder. This case involves many direct violences,
most horrifyingly murder, decapitation, and death by hanging. But there is, perhaps, no
literary symbol that might convey unrealized potential better than the image of a dead
unborn baby. Cry, the beloved country for the unborn child. And for another unborn
child, the Smith baby, which will be born in prison, fatherless. This story supports Gary
Boire’s view that “[c]olonial law remains without doubt the ultimate mystification of
authoritarian power, a power that victimizes, albeit in differing degrees, all members of
the socius” (595).
Although the Smith story is replete with physical violence, Galtung, as his definition
suggests, sees violence as more than personal or “direct” corporal harm visited by an
actor on another. He argues that there is a kind of indirect aggression that occurs when
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“violence is built into the structure [of society] and shows up as unequal power and
consequently as unequal life chances” (“Violence” 171). This manifests as “a drive to
hurt and harm others because they stand in the way of one’s own self-assertion”
(“Structural” 95). This idea of self-promotion and –protection is, in fact, the ethos of
apartheid, which, though it was itself a response to heinous British oppression and
brutality, strived not only for segregation of the races and concomitant racial purity, but
also for white, especially Afrikaner, privilege of all kinds at almost any cost. Indeed,
apartheid corresponds uncannily to Galtung’s schema of structural aggression, which
proposes a “multi-dimensional system of stratification where those who have and those
who have not, those who have more and those who have less, find, are given, or are
forced into their positions” (96). Whites became apartheid society’s “haves” or
“topdogs,” with people of color being the “have-nots,” or “underdogs.” As full
“topdogs,” Afrikaners, especially males, most enjoyed the system’s privilege, but, as
Galtung says is typical in a structurally violent society, this did not prevent them from
wanting more.
As such, Galtung believes that an “archetypal violent structure” has “exploitation as a
center-piece” (“Cultural” 293). One consistent form of topdog exploitation of the
underdog is through labor, whether on a macro- scale, like the South African mines, or on
a micro- level, like the domestic labor that the Willemses demand of Stephanie in
Phalarope, which is characterized by long hours, hard work, employer abuse, and lack of
appreciation. When the Willemses fire Stephanie, humiliated at not having known her
criminal history, “they put her on the street, and paid her only for the days that she had
worked, which is against the law; but it is a safe thing to do in Venterspan, where the

78

black people are humble and obedient, and they do not know the tricks of justice”
(Phalarope 122).4
Galtung develops the concept of structural aggression to formulate a theory of
structural violence, the condition of which is social injustice. This is because a
characteristic of a structurally violent system is that “resources are unevenly distributed”
and “the power to decide over the distribution of resources is unevenly distributed”
(“Violence” 171). In other words, “[t]he violence is built into the structure and shows up
as unequal power and consequently as unequal life chances.” Further, “[t]he situation is
aggravated . . . if the persons low on income are also low in education, low on health, and
low on power.” He is adamant that “[v]iolence is needs deprivation [and that] needsdeprivation is serious . . .” (“Cultural” 295).
The social injustice of apartheid’s separate housing and educational policies and other
forms of unequal distribution of resources and unequal life chances is exposed by Paton
in Sophie’s account of the township’s smallpox epidemic. Venterspan’s small relatively
liberal coterie, Sophie says, was “ashamed of our [black] location . . . for while it is true
that we brought Christianity to the dark continent, we brought other things too” (208).
She relates how Pieter’s mother Mina and two servants worked “cleaning up the filth, and
putting stuff into the drains, that are no drains at all but only the courses that the foul and
thrown-out water makes for itself, before it flows, black and sour, into the [river]” (208209).
The odd address of Venterspan’s Social Welfare Department suggests that, although
it purports a reforming and protective function, the Department is complicit in structural
4

This makes the Willemses themselves into law-breakers, the condition to which the
community objects in Stephanie.
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violences. It opens in old butcher shop, which, Sophie says, “was a queer place for Social
Welfare, for it still had the beam from which butchers hang their meat” (56). Japie
Grobler, a Stellenbosch graduate whose lung ailment makes him unable to play rugby, is
the Social Welfare Officer. The clownish Japie exacerbates the violent legacy of the site
by joking that he selected the property so that he can “make mincemeat of all the social
problems of the grass country” (60). Further, he procures a hook for the beam, laughing
that it is there for “hangende sake” (58), “pending cases.” Sophie is complicit in Japie’s
mixed message because, as Pieter says, “Tante and Japie are close as thieves in Social
Welfare. She’s always in the butcher shop . . .” (135). Also complicit is the gentle Mina,
who is founder and president of the advisory Women’s Welfare Organization, of which
Sophie is a member. This supports Galtung’s claim that whether violence is deliberate or
not, apparent or not, “ethical systems directed against intended violence will easily fail to
capture structural violence in their nets” (“Violence” 172).
In 1990, Galtung added a third kind of violence to the two he had proposed earlier—
“cultural violence” (“Cultural” 291). This describes “symbolic violence built into a
culture [that] does not kill or maim like direct violence or [structural] violence.” For him,
then, there is a “vicious cycle of violence” best conceived in terms of a triangle (295).
This figure has as its apexes direct, structural, and cultural violence, any of which could
be at the top, or if the triangle stood on an apex, at its bottom. This suggests that violence
can start anywhere, and that each kind of violence contributes to the other.
The study of cultural violence exposes “the way in which the act of direct violence
and the fact of structural violence are legitimized and thus rendered acceptable in
society” (“Cultural” 292); cultural violence works “by making reality opaque, so that we
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do not see the violent act or fact, or at least not as violent . . ..” Galtung identifies several
interrelated “domains” of cultural violence (296), the most important of which in this
context are religion and ideology. With regard to religion, Galtung argues that the notion
of a transcendent God, not an immanent one, makes it probable “that some people will be
seen as closer to that God than others, even as “ ‘higher’.” In the context of “dualism”
and “Manichaeism,” the concept of goodness (God) would necessitate transcendent evil
(Satan), and God would choose the best—the Chosen—precluding the others from
salvation and proximity to the Divine in the afterlife. Thus “[m]isery/luxury can be seen
as preparations for Hell/Heaven—and social class as the finger of God” (297). This is a
cultural legitimation of needs deprivation. In terms of Galtung’s theory, Afrikaner
“Chosen”-ness thus lays the foundation for cultural violence in their society.
Galtung believes that while religion and God have waned in influence, “sharp and
value-loaded dichotomies” have not (298). One of these binaries is that of Self-Other,
which manifests in such beliefs as, “men are stronger/more logical than women; certain
nations are modern/carriers of civilization and the historical process more than others;
whites are more intelligent/logical than non-whites; in modern ‘equal opportunity’
society the best are at the top and hence entitled to power and privilege.” When the value
of the Self is promoted and that of the Other diminished, structural violence can take root.
Further, for Galtung in this context, the state assumes the role of God and performs
violence on behalf of its citizens.
Nationalism, the impulses of which are embedded in the Self-Other dichotomy, is,
Galtung says, implicated with “the figure of Chosen People and justified through religion
or ideology” (298). He suggests we imagine the blended “ideology of the nation-state
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with a theologically based Chosen People complex”; now, he says, “the stage is set for
disaster” (299). South Africa, he says, is a “relatively clear case” of this phenomenon.
Underlying Galtung’s work are two doctrines proposed by Gandhi: “unity-of-life” and
“unity-of-means-and-ends” (302). Galtung postulates that we should understand these
ideas “in terms of closeness, against separation. In our mental universe, all forms of life,
particularly human life, should enjoy closeness and not be kept apart by steep Self-Other
gradients that drive wedges in social space” (302). Apartheid, Gandhi knew from
personal experience, is clearly incompatible with the idea of “unity.”
While Galtung, with Gandhi’s idea of “unity” in mind, generally addresses the
situation of the victims of violence, Paton’s novel suggests that the apparent exploiter
may also be harmed. A detailed consideration of Pieter’s situation reveals that lack of
unity and integration plays a large part in Pieter’s problems.
Pieter van Vlaanderen
As shown in Chapter One of this study, a defining characteristic of apartheid culture
was hypermasculinity. Erving Goffman is often cited for his assertion that in the United
States (in 1963), “ ‘there is only one complete unblushing male’ ” (Anderson 24, Kimmel
qtd. by Morrell 608)—he is “ ‘young, married, white, urban, northern, heterosexual,
Protestant, father, of college education, fully employed, of good complexion, weight and
height, and [with] a recent record in sports’.” Were a similar formula to be developed to
describe hegemonic masculinity in apartheid South Africa, the unabashed male might be
“young, married, white, urban or a successful farmer, heterosexual, Dutch Reformed,
father, likely Stellenbosch-educated, breadwinning, of good physique, with a
commitment to and record in sports, especially rugby”; he would also probably be an
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Afrikaner. This modified conceit well describes Phalarope’s protagonist, who meets
these requirements. Perfectly. Superlatively. Perhaps even hyperbolically.
Pieter, about thirty, is married to a staunchly Christian Afrikaner woman, Nella; the
couple has a son and a daughter. He is of intrepid pioneer and farming stock, but, partly
because of his military pursuits—Pieter proved himself a “great soldier” (33) during the
Second World War—he is urbane, worldly, and multilingual. His marriage and
extramarital sexual choices suggest that he is heterosexual, and he attends the town’s
Dutch Reformed Church, which, in recognition of his devotion and charisma, urges him
to accept the prestigious position of diaken (deacon). Pieter was educated at Stellenbosch,
the finest Afrikaans-medium university and the cradle of both the Afrikaner intelligentsia
and affiliation to rugby. A lieutenant in the police force who, according to his captain,
will likely go “as far as can be gone” (35), he well supports his family. He is tall, healthy,
and physically strong. He is a “great” rugby player (183), who displays exemplary
leadership on and off the field; for this, he is awarded the unparalleled privilege and
awesome responsibility of . . . captaining the Springboks!
Pieter, then, has enormous “masculine capital,” a term favored by sports sociologist
Eric Anderson (23). Drawing especially on the work of psychologist Robert Brannon,
Anderson offers four imperatives for a male’s building the privileges associated with this
“flagship version” (22) of masculinity. These are:
1. “No sissy stuff” (Brannon qtd. in Anderson 22). The word “sissy” stigmatizes that
which is feminine and/or childlike by conflating it with that which is cowardly.
Anderson, synthesizing the research of others, explains that the stigma of being a
“sissy” means that “men must . . . avoid at all cost emotion, compassion, and the
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appearance of vulnerability, weakness and fear” (23). This translates into a ban on
male affectivity.
2. “Be a big wheel.” Claim dominance through recognized success and/or leadership
of other men. Be a “top dog”; achieve rank.
3. “Be a sturdy oak.” Remain stalwart in the face of physical and emotional
challenge.
4. “Give ’em hell.” Show superior will and strength with the goal of vanquishing—
for this purpose, causing suffering is acceptable, even desirable.
Anderson argues that sport offers unparalleled opportunities to exemplify these
characteristics of “real” maleness. But, he says, even perfect adherence to these codes
awards a male only “orthodox masculinity” (24), while, as Chapter One of this
dissertation noted, the touchstone of male power under masculine hegemony or
patriarchy is hegemonic masculinity—this term describes the combination of orthodox
masculine capital with the prerogatives of the group that holds hegemonic power, which,
during apartheid, meant white, especially Afrikaner, males. Whether due to his own
performance or predestination, the further a boy or man moves from this standard, the
less empowerment and entitlement he can claim. Pieter, the gold standard of Afrikaner
hegemonic masculinity, appears to be Jakob’s deserving heir.
Or perhaps not. There is some “sissy stuff” in that Pieter manifests an affectiveness
that reads, especially to his father, as feminine and thus weak.
Pieter and his father are, superficially, not dissimilar: they share a family name,
hegemonic masculinity, patriarchal privilege, common citizenship and religion, and love
of nature. But Pieter, in important ways, is not his father. Physically, he is more
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imposing. During the course of the novel, he is healthier and more virile than Jakob, who
is now lame. Female physical admiration of Pieter is widespread, and erotic attraction to
him, even from Tante Sophie and Cousin Anna, is obvious. With regard to the black
population of the area, both father and son are comfortable as “master[s]” (21) of the
“subjugated” black people of the area, but “where [Jakob] ruled by a strict and iron law,
his son ruled by no law at all” (22). Pieter also manifests a capacity for self-criticism and
empathy that makes him relatively sensitive to social injustice: he is aware that black
rural culture is being eroded, and that “something [colonial repression] . . . continue[s]
that ha[s] no magic or wonder at all” (51). Local blacks, aware of Pieter’s sensitivity,
have confidence in his multilingual literacies, his horsemanship and command of
weapons, “his grave self-confidence” (22), and his physical size. As a boy, he was
“gentle and eager to please, tender to women and children” (2) of all races, and the adult
Pieter is “like his mother, tender and gentle” and “all love and care” (4).
Pieter’s choices indicate that he is also more intellectually curious and open-minded
than his father. He voraciously reads a variety of texts, and speaks—and is always willing
to speak— Afrikaans, English, and at least one black language, here unspecified. A
passionate philatelist, he appreciates classical music. He appears more politically liberal
than Jakob, especially when he elects to fight with pro-British forces in World War II, a
laager-rejecting gesture. He is also a close friend of Kappie, the Jew. While Sophie says
that “we Afrikaners of Venterspan were not against the Jews, as they were in some other
places . . . ” (25), there is in the book a sense of the town’s Jews being held at a distance
from the community—only Pieter, it seems, is engaged with Kappie on an emotionally
intimate level. Pieter also seems to manifest a more affective fatherhood than his own
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father does, and often extends emotional and physical affection to his children; for
example, he often hugs and kisses them, and when he sees them sleeping, he is “filled
with tender feeling” (17).
On the novel’s second page—still prime literary real estate—Sophie says that Jakob
early sensed the possibility of a distinguishing problem with Pieter: “His father was a
giant of a man, and the boy grew tall and broad as he; but the boy Pieter had something of
the woman in him, and the father none at all until it was too late” (2).
This early statement proves thematically crucial. It quickly clues the reader to the
stress between father and son, one caused by a manifest affective-feminine component to
the boy’s personality; it also seems to endorse “something of the woman” over none of it.
Further, the words “too late,” which evoke the novel’s title, demystify its esotericism.
Jakob’s anxieties are evident in an incident related in the book’s first chapter: Jakob
finds Pieter alone indoors reading an English book, while the neighbor’s boys are outside
shooting tins off a tree stump. This makes Jakob “restless” (2). He chastises his son for
ignoring his friends, and asks Pieter if he is “afraid to shoot.” This question suggests that
Jakob is less anxious about the boy’s being antisocial than about his progeny’s
unwillingness to perform masculinity. Pieter quietly emerges and shows himself unafraid
and skilled by accurately hitting his target three times, and then leaving with the other
boys. Jakob’s face becomes “heavy,” but exactly why is unclear to Sophie.
So, it seems, Jakob “had fathered a strange son, who had all his father’s will and
strength, and could outride and outshoot them all, yet had all the gentleness of a girl, and
strange and unusual thoughts in his mind,” as well as “a passion for books and learning,
and . . . for the flowers of the veld and kloof . . .” (2-3). Jakob’s consternation about his

86

son’s coexistent embodiment of male achievement and emotional penetrability confuses
him. “Had [Pieter] been one or the other,” Sophie says, “his father would have
understood him better, but he was both. And when you despised the one, the other would
shoot three tins from the stump; and when you approved the one, the other would sit like
a girl with a flower” (3). Jakob, if he thought about his son’s nature, “did so with the
anger of a man cheated with a son, who was like a demon with a horse, and like a pale
girl with a flower” (5). Sophie reiterates this: Jakob “was proud of the boy with the wild
horse and ashamed of the girl with the wild flower” (199). Jakob, lodged in Manichaean
ideology, cannot tolerate emotional fluidity in his son’s psyche, and views Pieter’s
concomitant toughness and affectivity as incompatible.
When Pieter is an adult, a major difference in the politics of father and son manifests.
Before the Second World War, conservative Afrikaners often felt, as Jakob did, that
South Africa should ally itself with Nazi Germany and the Axis powers rather than the
Allies. But in 1939, Prime Minister Jan Christian Smuts’s government opted to support
the Allies, and those soldiers willing to fight anywhere in Africa took the “Red Oath”
which, “to those who would not take it, meant . . . that the wearer of [the red epaulettes]
was a Smuts man, a traitor to the language and struggle of the Afrikaner people, and a
lickspittle of the British Empire and the English King, fighting in an English war that no
true Afrikaner would take part in” (32-33). The issue proved divisive, even between
fathers and sons. Pieter takes the Red Oath and returns from war highly decorated, but
Jakob fails to acknowledge his son’s performance, and dismisses his many medals as
“uitheemse kaf, which means foreign trash” (33). Pieter’s sterling military record
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supports the perception of his ability to perform masculinity, but for Jakob, Pieter’s
choice is traitorous and mitigates paternal admiration and affection.
Poignant enough as a personal story, the Jakob-Pieter war-related strain may be read
as more serious if father and son are metonymic of the patriarchy and its successors. As
Maria Olaussen says, “the nexus between [Phalarope’s] concern with personal elements
of resistance to patriarchal tyranny and its allegorical representation of Pieter . . . as the
nation further complicates its representational politics” (74).
Strain between Father and Son: “A Diseased Agonistic Space”
Before discussing the characters’ metonymy, it is important to revisit a point made by
Olivier that I noted in Chapter One. She argues that Afrikaners, while postcolonial in
their determination to be released from British rule, became, through apartheid, selfappointed internal colonizers of indigenous Africans. As such, they “fit neatly and solely
neither into the category of the colonized nor into that of the colonizer alone” (517), but
“uniquely straddle the binary divide.” Olivier believes that concomitant with colonization
of the Other, there occurred the reflexive trapping of the colonizers in their own
cosmology, a “Self-colonization” (Hiroshi Yoshioka qtd. in Olivier 520), which caused
the “violent fragmentation of the (Afrikaner) Self ” (521), or what Nicholas Watts calls
“the apartheid of [the Afrikaners’] own souls” (253).
The precedent for reading metonymy into a post/colonial family situation is lodged in
postcolonial theory. Boire notes that Frantz Fanon conceives of the family “as a
microcosmic political structure” (591); in Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon says that “ ‘As
the child emerges from the shadow of his parents, he finds himself once more among the
same laws, the same principles, the same values’ ” (qtd. in Boire 591). And, in Studies in
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a Dying Colonialism, Boire points out, “Fanon reiterates this dialogic relationship
between the family and the nation state: ‘under normal conditions, an interaction must
exist between the family and society at large. The home is the basis of the truth of
society, but society authenticates and legitimizes the family’ ” (591-92).
This has particular implications for males in post/colonial societies. Boire says that
“[t]he male subject, apparently, smoothly transitions through an in-between conduit
connecting patriarchal law and paternalistic state law, reconciles himself with both his
‘original’ biological father and the latter’s social echo, and, in a flourishing finale to
Freud’s social romance, takes his powerful place within the male social imaginary’ ”; he
is then admitted to “the old club of men’ ” (592). But, Boire says, “[it] is precisely here,
in the case of the male colonized subject, that the transition from ‘The Law of the Father’
to the ‘Law of the Fatherland’ is at first an abrupt, then a continuing process of subject
disfiguration” because the “in-between space connecting home and state functions [is]
not a healthy conduit, [but] a diseased agonistic space of alienation and resistance—a
scene of traumatic subject disintegration” (592).
Olaussen points out the importance of healing at this nexus. There is, in this novel,
she says, “the idea of a conflict between father and son, which, if resolved, guarantees the
continued predominance of white patriarchal power” (72). Her point is consistent with
Marxist theory, which argues that the conditions of production must, for the sake of
survival, be constantly reproduced. Because competent sons—deserving heirs—are the
conditions of production in a patriarchy, it is important to pay attention to the novel’s
representation of the emotional divide between father and son and concomitant
differences in ideology and conduct that exacerbate it.
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A symptom of, and strain between, Pieter and Jakob is Pieter’s philately—this is
“sissy stuff” in Jakob’s anxious mind. When Pieter is fourteen, his grades are imperfect,
and, citing poor academic performance as the reason, Jakob bans stamp collection. Pieter
“stood there before his father, as though he could not believe what he heard, as though a
great hurt were being done him that he had not deserved” (29). Pieter’s vulnerability is
expressed in terms significant to this study: “And all the girl came out of him then . . ..” It
was then, Sophie says, “that he first armoured himself, against hurts and the world, for to
his mother and me he never said a word” (30). The adult Pieter jokes about the incident,
but, Sophie says, his apparent amusement indicates not that he has processed the pain of
the encounter, but that his male “armour” is complete.
When Pieter’s matriculation results prove excellent, Jakob, with genuine but “stern
and struggling” (31) generosity, makes Pieter a gift of stamps instead of the rifle that was
Jakob’s first impulse as reward. Pieter, surprised and unsure at how to respond to his
father’s sudden gesture of apparent respect, is reticent with any expression of pleasure.
Now Jakob must try to hide his “bewilderment and anger and hurt”— Sophie says that he
was never able to “forgive [Pieter] for having humbled him” (32). This incident causes
father and son to have “a strange power over the other, which made certain quite ordinary
things impossible to speak of any more.” After this scene, Pieter retreats to his bedroom
with his mother, where “he was moved and wept like a girl, and she comforted him, and
they looked at the stamps” (31), but thereafter, he hid his stamp collection while he lived
with his father and the two never spoke of the stamps again.
Two further incidents regarding the stamps progress the book’s plot. The first relates a
scene in which the adult Pieter visits his friend Kappie, a general trader who is his stamp
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supplier. Kappie proudly shows him a pair of coveted Cape Triangulars, as well as
another pair of South African stamps, “one in Afrikaans and one in English” (26); these,
perhaps symbolically in view of South African politics of division, “were not separated,
but still together.” Kappie tries to gift these to Pieter, but at that moment, Jakob walks in
to the store. Jakob seems shocked and displeased at the stamp transaction, but whether
because it involves stamps, or indicates a relationship between Pieter and Kappie of
which he is jealous, or both, is unclear; we know only that Mina tells Pieter that Jakob
told her that “when he saw the stamps the devil came into him” (41). A tense emotional
standoff occurs: “Two giants looking at each other, one with a great stick that matched
himself, the other with the small tweezers and the stamps” (27). Here it seems, Paton is
not only representing the strain between father and son, but also showing how different
their tools for handling life are: Jakob bears a stick—a symbol of coercion—while Pieter
holds tweezers, an instrument that requires delicate manipulation. When Jakob walks out,
Kappie says that “these stamps make trouble” (28), but Pieter confesses that “there was
trouble long before the stamps.” The incident provokes a destructive black mood in the
young man. Pieter, then, though an adult and in so many ways a symbol of authority
himself, is even now destructively pained by his father’s emotional power over him.
Late in the book, the strain of the stamps is revived in the context of Jakob’s second
attempt to signal amendment to his adult son. Sophie sees Jakob hiding stamps in his
Bible and finds out from Kappie that Jakob was willing to spend whatever was necessary
to procure stamps that Pieter would treasure. But, like the phalarope, the gesture is “too
late”: Pieter is exposed before Jakob can share the stamps with his son, and Jakob soon
dies. The gap between what is and what might have been is entrenched forever.

91

There is another rejection of son by father that is significant to Pieter. Jakob never
smokes a pipe that his son selected for him as a birthday gift. This gesture of dismissal is
both a symptom and stressor of their strained relationship. While his mother assures
Pieter that his father’s refusal to smoke the pipe is not a casting-off of him, but a lack of
fondness for the object itself, Pieter is grim and disturbed by the rejection of himself that
his father’s ignoring the gift implies.
As a result, there is trepidation surrounding the gift that Pieter will make to his father
on the birthday that is within narrative space. He buys Jakob a book, which makes Sophie
justifiably “nervous” (94). Paton lingers over his description of Jakob’s reception of the
gift: “And he opened it slowly, like someone watchful. And it was a book of birds . . .
[and Jakob] was a lover of birds” (95). Sophie suggests that it is also Jakob’s nationalism
that draws him into the book, which is called The Birds of South Africa: “[I] told you that
the words, South Africa, even in English, were holy words.” Jakob “was astonished that
there was such a book, and by the numbers of the plates, and their colours also . . ..” It
was apparent, Sophie says, that “he was feeling under some kind of power of the book,
and did not wish to fall under it openly; but . . . did not wish to hide it” either. So, “ [a]t
last he said, almost like a man defeated, it’s a book, it’s a book.” Then Jakob “growled at
[Pieter], you took a risk to give me a book . . . He closed it and looked at the cover again”
(96). It is this tome that precipitates the scene from which the novel takes its title.
The phalarope scene juxtaposes the various moments of father-son scarring with the
fleeting possibility of healing. Soon after Pieter has given Jakob the book, which he has
not rejected, Jakob suddenly asks his son if he has “ever seen the phalarope” (115)—
Pieter says no, not even realizing that it is a bird. Jakob tells Pieter that the Englishman
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who wrote the book is wrong in some of his information regarding the phalarope—it is
not just a coastal bird, but is also to be seen at the family farm, which is inland. He says
that Pieter has seen the bird too, but has confused it with the ruitertjie. He resolves to
show his son the phalarope, and just before Sergeant Steyn makes Pieter’s violations
public, Jakob asks Pieter to go with him to Buitenverwagting.
Jakob clearly intends to procure a father-son moment—he forbids anyone else from
joining the two in bird watching. When Jakob spots and indicates a phalarope, Pieter
cannot see it. So, in the only representation of physical contact between father and son,
Jakob “went and stood behind [Pieter], rested his arm on the son’s shoulder, and pointed
at the bird” (213). Still, “the son could see no bird, for he was . . . moved in some deep
place within, and something welled up within him that, if not mastered could have burst
out of his throat and mouth, making him a girl or a child”; he “could neither see nor
speak.” Pieter eventually sees the bird. His father asks if it is a ruitertjie, but Pieter says it
is not. “What is it then?” Jakob asks. And, in the only moment of father-son concord in
the narrative, Pieter says, “It’s a phalarope. It must be a phalarope” (214).
Jakob, by showing Pieter this particular bird at this location, disproves naturalist
dogma. Further, the scene foregrounds Jakob’s postcolonial glee that his knowledge is
superior to that of the English author. Jakob’s correction of Pieter is an interpellative and
subtly nationalistic one: in South African fiction, love and knowledge of nature is often
promoted didactically by characters of settler heritage in order to suggest their inviolable
relationship with the land to which they have staked claim. The scene also allows Jakob
to assert the power of age and experience. But there is a subtext to this—when Pieter
does not see the bird, Jakob says that “it is really the young men who are going blind”
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(214), suggesting the younger generation’s imperfect nationalism. While Jakob’s
comment is somewhat flippant, Pieter’s ignorance provokes anxiety in a father who must
train a worthy successor in order to perpetuate the patriarchy.
This scene would be sufficiently poignant alone, but a parallel one that immediately
precedes it makes it more so. During the township smallpox epidemic, Pieter manages the
containment campaign “because he had the great authority” (209). Once the worst is
over, the captain finds Pieter with his head on his desk, exhausted. Uncharacteristically,
the captain “called him by his name and touched him, as some fathers touch their grown
sons and as some do not” (210). Being so tired and thus vulnerable, Pieter “was moved in
some deep place within and something welled up within him that if not mastered could
have burst out of his throat and mouth, making him a girl or a child . . . he could not
speak nor lift his head nor stand.”
Paton’s gentle tone and moderated narrative pace in these paralleled passages endorse
the tenderness proffered by the men towards Pieter, and validate Olaussen’s claim that
masculinity is represented in this novel “as a product of having mastered the emotions”
(78), an observation that is consistent with Sattel’s theory. In both descriptions, then,
Paton again exposes the culture’s conflation of femininity with weakness and affectivity.
A phalarope might scorn such a mindset. It is unusual among biological species for
practicing a reversed traditional sexual dimorphism. Females are bigger and more
intensely colored than males. They initiate courting, are more aggressive and will fight
for their territory, and they leave the rearing of the young to males—were phalaropes to
play rugby, a female, it seems, would fit more easily into the culture of the game. Were
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phalaropes to wage war, the female birds would likely be the advance guards. At a
symbolic level, then, the species reverses the gender roles that regulate Jakob’s world.
While the phalarope scene validates Jakob and what he symbolizes, it also appears to
indicate some kind of shift or concession in him. Is Jakob acknowledging that exceptions
occur, and that discreteness, especially of gender roles, is violable? Does this indicate
that, in a way that would support his son, he has become more accommodating and less
intransigent than he has been? His purchasing stamps for Pieter supports this reading. But
this is finally left uncertain; what is clear is that in symbolically “seeing” the phalarope
together, the lenses of the father and son’s worldviews fleetingly position perfectly.
But this alignment, with its possibility of healing, is, as the title makes explicit, “too
late.” Steyn and Stephanie have set the wheels of revenge in motion, and Pieter’s
downfall is imminent. Jakob’s ultimate rejection of his son comes when Pieter’s crimes
are disclosed: his response includes striking his son’s name from the family Bible, and
reading the merciless Psalm 109, which implores God to rain violence on the enemy—
this text, which Galtung would especially despise, contains “the most terrible words that
man has ever written,” Sophie says (252). Jakob literally and metaphorically then
“close[s] the book” (253) on his son, and severs contact. Jakob dies eight days later.
Pieter is left, but for the support of Kappie and Captain Massingham, bereft and suicidal.
In trying to process the causes of Pieter’s downfall, two questions arise. Why does he,
so promising a patriarch, violate the iron law? And what attracts him to Stephanie in
particular? After all, his cousin Anna seems unlikely to refuse his favors.
Lenta argues that Pieter’s violation of the Immorality Act is “the result of a distorted
subjectivity formed through extended oedipal trauma” (71). Certainly, it seems that

95

Jakob’s binary responses of irreconcilable pride and shame are deeply scar(r)ing to
Pieter. But close reading shows that Pieter’s trespasses have even more complex causes.
Pieter: “He Was Always Two Men . . .”
Sexual impulse is, superficially, a cause of Pieter’s downfall. Sex drive and its
suppression are frequently acknowledged in Phalarope. Pieter loves Nella, but finds his
physical advances unrequited.5 The cause of Nella’s chasteness even in marriage is, the
novel shows, a result of her Puritan upbringing, socialized femininity, and relative lack of
sophistication, which cause her to read crude physicality into all sexual relations. “A
woman has her nature,” she says (88).
But so does a man, claims Pieter if not Paton. After the book’s only representation of a
mutually loving sexual encounter, he appreciatively tells Nella that “if [she] could love
[him] more often, [he’d] be safe” (87). He finds her physical love “heal[ing]” and
“strengthen[ing]”; with it he can “live [his] life as it’s appointed,” and resist temptation.
There are other parts of the novel in which Paton seems to privilege sex drive as
contributing to Pieter’s downfall. One of these relates to the earlier ox-span metaphor.
After Pieter’s first transgression with Stephanie, he modifies his route home in order to
avoid being seen. He stops at a farm named Verdriet (Sorrow), and enters its pasture,
where he sees oxen at rest. Sophie later reads in his journal that he is jealous of the
beasts’ castrated state, suggesting a belief that to be devoid of sexual impulses is a form
of safety. This complicates an earlier expression of a different kind of jealousy: Pieter
envies his friend Moffie’s racial revulsion, “for to have such horror is to be safe” (126).

5

This, Alexander suggests, is an experience shared by Paton, whose first wife, Dorothy, was
reluctant to share his bed; this frustrated and hurt him, as it does his protagonist.
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Further, when he thinks of his wife, sister, mother, and sister-in-law, “with their simple
chastity” (206), he “wished to God [he] had been made a woman.”
Sophie, always sympathetic to Pieter, faults Nella for her nephew’s downfall, but
Mina insists that Nella is blameless— Mina tells how from the time that Pieter was a
child, “she had feared for him, and had known that he was hiding away, in some deep
place within, things that no man might safely conceal” (255).
It is apparent, then, that to those who know Pieter, his fall is not caused (only) by his
need for sex— something in his psyche has made him vulnerable to transgression and
tragedy. Is it his moods?
Pieter, the novel makes plain, is burdened by a shuttered, ill-tempered aloofness; the
condition is described in the narrative by one of the compound signifiers so common in
Afrikaans, “swartgalligheid” (138), “state of black gall.” This intense and mean
sullenness appears to be inherited from his father—when the “black mood” is upon Pieter
after the third stamp episode and he censures Steyn at work, Sophie says, “something of
his father came into him” (34). This reproach seriously exacerbates the tension between
the lieutenant and his sergeant that becomes bitterness and betrayal.
Pieter’s moods are a problem before his transgressions with Stephanie. Sophie says
that even as a youth, he was brooding and enigmatic: “There were strange things in the
boy’s character that none of us knew or understood” (2); he was a “dark unhappy boy,
who had such strange and lonely pleasures, and was brave and gentle, and was master of
all things save one . . .” (199). Mina worried, Sophie says, about her son’s “black moods
and . . . coldness, the gentleness and the tenderness, the shooting and the riding and the
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books, the strange authority . . .” (4-5), and she hoped for “the day that never came, when
the hidden turbulence would die down, and [he] would be whole and at peace” (5).
Pieter’s character, then, is ambiguous: “He was always two men,” Sophie says (3).
His psyche is expressed in binary terms—one part perfectly performs requisite
masculinity; this one, charming, “brave and gentle,” was he who “struggled with
himself,” who “entreated” and “repented” before his God, and is called to “honour” and
“fame” (4). The other is the vulnerable one, whose affectivity morphs into
impenetrability; this one delivers “dishonour” (4) and “destruction.” The first “was the
soldier of the war . . . [the police] lieutenant [and] the great rugby player, hero of
thousands of boys and men.” The second “was the dark and silent man, hiding from all
men his secret knowledge of himself, with that hardness and coldness that made men
afraid of him, afraid even to speak to him.” In epic terms, “Darkness and light, how they
fought in his soul, and the darkness destroyed him, the gentlest and bravest of men” (28).
A manifestation of this split psyche takes the form of Pieter’s “danger,” which he
describes as a doppelganger; it was “was like a kind of shadow of myself, that moved with
me constantly, but always apart from me” (54-55). He says that he “knew it was there,
but I had known it so long that it did not trouble me, so long as it stayed apart.”
However, “when the mad sickness [of sexual longing] came on me, it would suddenly
move nearer to me, and I knew it would strike me down if it could, and I did not care. It
was only when the sickness had passed that I saw how terrible was my danger . . ..”
For those who know none of this, regard for Pieter is profound; he “was like a god”
to the community (44): indeed, young Vorster, a junior policeman and rugby team
colleague, “thought he was some kind of god” (158). And, to “the black people [and
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children] in the location [Pieter] was like a god” (21). When he praises the reticent
Rachel Kaplan’s violin playing, father and daughter are especially proud “because it was
the lieutenant that gave the praise” (232).
But, with mounting seriousness, Pieter suffers from the esteem in which he is held
and the privileges that it accords him. Kappie “loves” Pieter (171), but is so intimidated
by his greatness that when Pieter asks Kappie to call him by his name rather than
“lieutenant,” Kappie demurs. He then sees “the sudden mark of pain that came between
[Pieter’s] eyes” (187). In an almost proximate scene, Pieter tells Nella that he “worships”
her, and when she responds by using the same term—one usually applied to a god—with
reference to him, he again evinces “the mark of pain . . . between his eyes” (194). When
the young dominee defers to Pieter for advice on proposing to his sister, Pieter handles
this with humor. But when the cleric, citing community respect for Pieter, asks him to
become a church diaken, Pieter “put[s] on all his armour” (204), claiming unworthiness.
Pieter, then, seems primed for a problem.
“Some Unknown Rebellion . . .”
In prison, Pieter ponders the causes of the emotional state that precipitated his
downfall. He speculates on the possibility of imperfect socialization into masculinity:
“Some people said that boys should grow up wild, and they would settle down into model
husbands and fathers. Would that have been better for me?” (84). Noting his particular
pressures, he then dismisses any other possibility: “[M]y upbringing could hardly have
been otherwise, with a father and mother as I had had, one strict and stern, and the other
tender and loving; for one I could never openly have disobeyed, and the other I could
never knowingly have hurt.” He critiques his compliance, thinking, “I had perhaps been
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too obedient as a boy, too anxious to please and win approval, so that I learned to show
outwardly what I was not within. Yet I was no mother’s son, but could shoot and ride
with them all” (85). Then he relates obedience to pressure: “But perhaps when you were
too obedient, and did not do openly what others did, and were quiet in the church and
hard-working at school, then some unknown rebellion brewed in you, doing harm to you,
though how I do not understand.”
In this novel, several metaphorical forces identified with Afrikaner culture form the
gestalt of performance coercions that contribute to Pieter’s rebellion and to crushing
him—this makes sense in terms of Galtung’s assertion that a “violent structure leaves
marks not only on the body but also on the mind and spirit” (“Cultural” 294). One force,
predictably for Galtung, is the Church and its ideology. Its effect on Pieter is first
represented when the young dominee delivers his inaugural sermon and speaks in terms
that “str[ike Pieter] in the heart” (76). The minister, ranting against what he sees as a
common perception among his flock of lack of agency in response to personal suffering,
argues that people perceive their own victimhood in “history and war, and narrow
parents, and poverty, and sickness, and sickness of soul . . .” (72). Faith in God, the
dominee says, can heal those situations. Pieter reading his own angst into the message,
finds himself alienated rather than comforted; it “silenced [him] for ever” (80).
The physical edifice of the Church, particularly its conspicuous tower, functions in
this novel as a symbol of Afrikaner Christian Nationalism and the code that it exacts:
“[T]he dark tower of the great Church . . . stands like a watchman over the town and
grass country” (11). The sound of the church clock is the auditory equivalent of the visual
metaphor; its chimes are unintrusive when there is no guilt to reproach, as after Pieter and
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Nella’s licit lovemaking, but cannot be ignored when discomfort or guilt is present, as
after Pieter has sex with Stephanie (161 and 171-72 for example).
But the demands of the Church are not the only ones that damage Pieter. A second
pressure is masculinity. “[M]asculinity requires a suppression of a whole range of human
needs, aims, feelings, and forms of expression,” says Michael Kaufman, as he articulates
the fraught relationship between maleness and masculinity (8). As noted in Chapter One
of this dissertation, he sees masculinity as “one-half of the narrow, surplus-repressive
shape of the adult human psyche.” Kaufman’s claim is based on Herbert Marcuse’s
theory and accompanying terminology. Marcuse, a mid-century Marxist-Freudian, argues
that the class struggle so central to Marxism has a parallel Freudian conceptual clash: in
the microcosm of the individual’s mind, there is a grappling between the id, the
instinctive and libidinal part of the mind, and the superego, the rational psychic apparatus
that is the seat of conscience and guilt. Necessary or basic repression, internal and
biologically based, is the process whereby the id, through the mediation of the ego, is
managed by the superego. But socio-political domination that perpetuates and promotes
individual privilege necessitates behavioral controls “over and above those indispensible
for civilized human association” (Marcuse 38); this is surplus repression.
Marcuse clearly relates surplus repression to socio-political issues when he describes
it as “the modifications and deflections of instinctual energy necessitated by the
perpetuation of the monogamic-patriarchal family, or by a hierarchical division of labor,
or by public control over an individual’s private existence.” Perhaps no theory, at least
superficially, more aptly describes the psyche of Phalarope’s protagonist—Pieter’s
crucial challenge is to “modify” and “deflect” his libido in order to uphold the family,
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community, and country, but his private life is the preserve of the public sphere. Lenta,
who ventures into a discussion of the function of the superego, suggests that Pieter’s
inability to resist Stephanie “may be attributable to a corruption of his superego, which
fails to provide a sufficiently resilient barrier to his acting ‘sinfully’, as it would for many
other white men” (76), and as it does for his father, who is a model of marital fidelity.
The insight afforded by the concept of surplus repression clarifies a scene in the novel.
When Pieter, in his guilt, enters the farm Verdriet, he sees that the oxen, though enclosed,
are unyoked. He “sat there amongst the oxen . . . all at peace after their labour” (156).
The animals, passive and serene, affect him profoundly: “And he saw that they were holy
and obedient beasts, and envied them” (156)—he reiterates this when he relates the
trajectory of his downfall and the pressures that accompanied it to the captain. Pieter,
overwhelmed by the demands of performing hegemonic masculinity and its emotionally
suppressive nature, covets the simplicity that following rather than leading affords.
The strains of Pieter’s troubled psyche are foregrounded in a tortured reverie that
“iron”izes the dream of Pieter’s father’s namesake, the patriarch Jacob, who saw angels
on a heavenly ladder. After a sexual encounter with Stephanie, Pieter eventually
fell into a sleep, and dreamed that he was at the top of a hollow tower,
with no way up and no way down. And it was not like any other tower, for
the walls were hollow too, from the bottom up, and the space between the
walls was filled with knives and forks, and the handles of the knives were
made with metal not of bone, like they use in a soldiers’ camp. And he lay
naked on the knives and forks, and they cut his flesh and drew the blood,
and down below on the ground his cousin Anna was shouting to him to
come down, but he dared not look at her because of the dizzy height, and
because the whole tower shook and quivered as though it might at any
moment crumble to destruction. (161-62)
The imagery of the dream suggests that Pieter feels vulnerable, trapped, and pained.
He is the victim of literal structural violence here in that he is immolated even in stasis by
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the edifice’s structural accoutrements, knives and forks. These are metal, of which one of
the hardest, “iron,” is in this text a metaphor for the Immorality Act and more generally
for Afrikaner intransigence. Further, the instruments themselves, usually domestic, are,
through the word “soldier,” associated with men and warfare, and the violence of the
state. Other metaphors filter through the image too. For example, a physical apex
represents a position of privilege, while the bottom represents a hegemonic, if not hellish,
baseness. Pieter realizes his aporia: the lure of the ground, represented by the incestuous
invitations of the renegade Anna, is terrifying not just for its effect on Pieter himself, but
because the infrastructure is flawed, neither strong nor stable despite its forbidding spiky
and spearing internal apparatus.
A tower in literature is often a phallic symbol. In terms of this reading, Pieter’s dream
suggests that he understands the patriarchy as a visible and compelling structure of which
he is part. It is associated with micro- and macro violences, but is also fragile, especially
if he takes self-preserving action. The tower may also be read as a vagina dentata; in
some cultures, stories about such mythical sexual passages were/are used to scare men
from illicit sexual activity. The consequences of such violation need no elaboration.
The dream itself features Anna, who evades significant responsibility for Pieter’s
downfall. But what of Stephanie, who is so implicated in it?
Stephanie
Stephanie, Sophie says, is “a strange creature” (9), who wears “the mark of her
strangeness” as a “secret embarrassed smile.” But she frowns a lot too; Sophie often
describes her as “smiling and frowning.” She “had a queer look of innocence . . . though
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she was no stranger to those things that are supposed to put an end to innocence” (10).
Sophie calls her as “a lost creature” because she “will go with any man” (66).
A veteran of structural and cultural violences, and maybe direct ones too, Stephanie is
what Boire might call “the criminalized native body” of colonial law (586)—by the
novel’s end, she has been sentenced twelve times for illicitly brewing liquor in order to
support herself, her child, and an old woman. For her, then, criminality is an economic
and emotional imperative. Stephanie, desensitized, does not fear jail because “she had
been often enough to prison, and no one had died of it” (10). However, she is determined
not to lose her child (118, 221, 227, and elsewhere).
Other than her criminality and fierce maternal love, the novel tells us little about
Stephanie. Lenta says this paucity of information is a form of marginalization—also
Myrtle Hooper’s essential argument—but he attributes significant meaning to her
habitual inscrutability, which he reads as “an indeterminacy that escapes the closure of
colonial legality . . .” (82). He cites John O. Jordan, who says that “[a]s the sign of
strangeness or difference in the text, [Stephanie] stands finally as the novel’s figure for
everything that refuses to be accommodated within the existing social order”(Jordan 702703). For Jordan, then, Stephanie exemplifies “potential resistance to white hegemony”
(702). Stephanie’s light skin supports his reading: she is destabilizing material proof of
the miscegenation that Afrikaners so abhorred.
While her social and economic station as a single, unemployed woman of color
renders her apparently powerless, Stephanie’s subversive resilience to white
interpellation is a form of agency that destabilizes whites who are committed to
modifying her lifestyle of liquor brewing and sexual availability, especially in the guise
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of protecting her child. Stephanie’s law-breaking especially frustrates Mina and Sophie,
who have assumed social responsibilities through the Women’s Welfare Society. While
they believe themselves outside of the structures of direct violence, they resort to
structural violence by supporting the threat that Stephanie’s child should be removed
from her so that he does not live with maternal criminality as a model. Mina, who says
that she pities the girl but is concerned about the child, was “like a magistrate” (223)
when she “gave her gentle sentence, that it was time to take away the child.” When
Stephanie is told, she leaves the court “not like one on whom sentence is passed, but like
one who passes it” (226). Hooper points out the irony that in judging Stephanie, “Pieter’s
mother effectively passes sentence on her son” (55).
It is, ironically, Pieter who has accorded Stephanie the power that she wields when she
betrays him: at the beginning, when he chastises her for being outdoors at night and thus
available for sexual pursuit, he explains to her that any form of encounter of a white man
with a black woman, especially at night, “would bring great trouble for the man” (10),
enough to “kill [his] mother.” But in doing so, Pieter affords Stephanie the “knowledge to
destroy a [white] man” (11)—that man will be Pieter himself. Also buitenverwagting—
beyond any expectation—the criminal Stephanie becomes an agent of “the services of
the forces of repression and intolerance” (Jordan 702) because she works with Steyn to
entrap Pieter.
Why is it Stephanie with whom Pieter strays? Nowhere does the novel suggest that he
has any emotional ties to her other than the affective empathy and guilt he feels at her
social station and accompanying stresses. Nor does his coupling with her please him: it is,
he says, “insensate” (163), paradoxically an “unspeakable pleasure that brought no joy.”
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Lenta credibly complicates other critics’ readings by situating Pieter’s compulsion in
the macrocosm: he attributes Pieter’s attraction to Stephanie as “the sexual desire of the
white colonial man for the colonized woman . . . what Robert Young calls ‘colonial
desire’ ” (73); this is “the ambivalent double gesture of repulsion and attraction that
seems to lie at the heart of racism.” Lenta believes that “both the normativity that
regulates the behaviour of members of the Afrikaner community, and the strict
enforcement of these norms,” exposes them to “the libidinal attraction to the Other
manufactured by colonialism’s ‘desiring machine’ ” (68), so reviled and illegalized by
the Immorality Act. As such, “by producing the conditions under which the ‘colonial
desire’ of the colonized . . . cannot lawfully be fulfilled, colonial law is responsible for
the criminality of the colonized.” But, the novel reiterates, Pieter does have agency: he
“broke the law, of his own will and choice” (199).
Does Stephanie desire Pieter? Lenta says no, but that she has sex with him because the
legal employment he could assist her to secure might help her to procure income and
keep her child. Further, Pieter, in response to Stephanie’s economic plight, often gives
her money (124 and 227, for example). Hooper argues that Pieter’s money is “less a
payment for services rendered than a vague benevolence to someone suffering hardship”
(59)—Stephanie’s motives, Hooper says, remain opaque. But the money exchange,
whatever its impulses, makes the nature of an already complex relationship more fraught,
and necessitates posing further questions, especially with regard to whether this
relationship is one of prostitution, or even rape. This possibility offers an against the
grain reading of Pieter’s character which exposes him as more culpable in apartheid
violence than his affectivity has suggested that he might be.
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“Not Rape, Not Quite That . . .” 6
There is in this text, as Hooper points out, always the question of whether Pieter may
be “exploiting someone weaker than himself, disadvantaged and voiceless” (58-59)—this
is especially important here because, as noted earlier, the “archetypal violent structure,”
for Galtung, has “exploitation as a center-piece” (“Cultural” 293). Indeed, in Phalarope,
the protagonist, the topdog, quite literally “implant[s]” himself in the underdog
(Galtung’s metaphor 294), one of the conditions that, Galtung says, impedes the
underdog’s effective struggle against exploitation, social injustice, and thus violence.
The prevalence of white males’ sexual exploitation of black females is suggested at
the beginning of the text, when Dick admits to Pieter that he was chasing Stephanie for
sex, and it is reinforced by the Smith case. Lenta notes Jordan’s point that while there is
insufficient evidence that the relationship is one of rapist and victim, the social and
political chasm between Pieter and Stephanie should raise red flags for readers: in terms
of contemporary feminist theory and its associated ethos, and in terms of Galtung’s ideas
(but rarely the case with a state’s laws), definitions of rape need not apply only to
personal or direct violence. Jordan notes that Catharine MacKinnon believes that in the
light of “women’s inferior social status and their social and economic dependence on
men,” rape is “continuous with or a variation on normal heterosexual activity and cannot
be distinguished from it by reference to coercion or violence” (Lenta 78). This is a
complex issue that becomes more so when it involves other texts, especially Coetzee’s
Disgrace.
Disgrace, which also tenders a situation of “not rape, not quite that . . .” (25), has a
character named Pollux, whose name, scholars have pointed out, evokes the idea of
6

From J.M. Coetzee’s Disgrace 25.
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pollution. This is a trope that also manifests in Phalarope, one that reinforces Stephanie’s
subaltern status: in this text, sex and blackness are identified with dirt. Pieter’s fall is a
descent into the foul: he is “the shining star that had fallen into the mud and slime” (160),
and is “[l]ike a man who is robbed of a jewel and goes seeking it amongst the dross and
filth . . .” (197). The trope is supported when Sophie asks if she should “judge the dark
unhappy boy, who had such strange and lonely pleasures, and was brave and gentle, and
was master of all things, save one, and of his choice and will went seeking in the filth?”
(199).
This is ironic, even to Pieter himself, because he has a surplus of particularity about
dirt, metaphorical or literal: “How I wondered at myself that I who shrank from any dirty
joke, and was so fussy about my body and clothes . . . should be tempted by such a thing”
(124), he says. He details some of his cleanliness concerns: he checks people’s nails for
dirt, cringes when men spit or use soiled handkerchiefs, cannot sleep on a pillowcase or
eat off a tablecloth that is not fresh, and especially loathes public toilets that are not
pristine (124-25). It is his own reflection on his fixation with intense cleanliness that
reminds Pieter of the important discussion of racial revulsion in Moffie de Bruyn’s room
at Stellenbosch. Pieter’s concern with bodily cleanness is reinforced by references to his
frequent bathing (159, 165, 171, and 229, for example). Similarly, his children are often
represented as in the bath (193, 200, and 233, for example) —it is during bath time that
he most often attends to them. Pieter’s fastidiousness translates into a perception that he
is cognitively cleaner than other men; men in bars stop telling dirty jokes when he enters,
even though they prove “cleaner and sweeter” than he does (112). As such, it is
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understandable that after Pieter first has sex with Stephanie and stops at Verdriet, he
prostrates himself in the dew to cleanse his clothes and body.7
As Olaussen shows, the association of blackness and sex, and therefore
miscegenation, with filth in this novel has as its corollary the construction of whiteness
through cleanness. This, she notes, is consistent with Richard Dyer’s theory of whiteness:
To be white is to have expunged all dirt, faecal or otherwise, from oneself:
to look white is to look clean . . . Whiteness shows the dirt with unique
clarity and certainty. In particular, it shows the dirt of the body. This is
why it has such a privileged place in relation to things which are kept
close to the body. (Dyer as qtd. in Olaussen 76).
“The Cleanness of Rugby”
In this novel, the most privileged domain of cleanliness and whiteness is rugby. And
even here, Pieter’s predilections are excessive: unlike other players who will practice
already sullied, Pieter wears “a clean white jersey, and white shorts shining from the
iron” (169); as his subjectivity is shaped by the “iron law,” so is his uniform pressed into
place by the sizzling pressure of the domestic appliance.
One of the most significant associations of cleanliness and whiteness with rugby
applies to the whole team. Sophie narrates how each autumn afternoon, Pieter and “the
boys” would arrive to practice (110). After rugby, Sophie relates, “every place where [a
rugby player] lived was full of the sound of running water and cries for soap, and they
came out of their baths and showers with red and shining faces, looking full of health and
clean and strong . . ..” This scrubbed virility, she says, made the community “proud that

7

In an important theoretical work relating to the perceived dangers of defilement, Purity and
Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (1966), Mary Douglas views dirt as any
misplaced matter. To engage in sex across the color line in apartheid South Africa was be out of
place.
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they were our boys.” She modifies this with a telling statement: “And by that I mean the
English as well, though it is true that it is the Afrikaners who are really the rugby nation”
(my emphasis). With these words, Sophie claims a distinction between English and
Afrikaner South Africans, as well as a reciprocal and privileged relationship between
rugby and Afrikaner nationalism.
Rugby is unequivocally and powerfully associated with cleanness at an important
moment in the book. For this, Paton employs an unusual conceit: when a “jovial” Jakob
tells Pieter that he wants to take him to see the phalarope, Pieter is “quiet and grave,” and
has “the cleanness of the rugby shining out of his eyes and face” (my emphasis 134).
The implication of rugby with Afrikaner Christian nationalism is presented somewhat
more subtly. When the new dominee, also a Springbok, offers his own fine rugby skills to
the local team, he tells Pieter bashfully that rugby is “ ‘almost [his] religion’ ” (78). This
is significant because religion is associated with that which is undefiled and therefore
holy. This association is strengthened when Sophie says that Pieter “was moved in his
soul by that which was holy and went reaching out for that which was vile” (229).
That Pieter’s psyche is deeply implicated with rugby becomes apparent after the first
time he has sex with Stephanie. Consumed with guilt and concern about having been
seen, he pledges to “give the rugby and his great fame and honour, and be humble and
loyal and unknown, if only there were no watcher in the dark” (155). A related scene also
shows Pieter’s identification with the sport. One afternoon, Pieter’s team, known as “the
grass country,” is due to play powerful Northern Transvaal. Pieter “thought of the match
with dread, for if the watcher were to strike [and] were full of malice and evil, he could
wait till the day of the match itself; then on one day thirty thousand people would know
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what [he] had done, and remember him with especial bitterness” (183). In this match,
thanks to its exceptional play, his team delights the full stadium and wins. This
representation conveys both Pieter’s rugby ability and the crowd’s hunger for the game.
But Pieter was right to fear exposure; when his crime becomes known, the news travels
quickly
from every house to every house, and from every farm to every farm . . .
and to every kraal and hut of Maduna’s people, and over the telephone
[and telegraph] wires . . . into every town and city, and into the
newspapers, and into the homes of soldiers . . . and into the offices of
Pretoria, and even into the great rugby fields where tens of thousands
came to see the game.” (my emphasis 256)
Rugby is not only a part of Pieter’s life, but is also central to his masculine identity.
Earning capacity, Goffman points out, is a characteristic of hegemonic masculinity, and
Pieter’s is primarily related to his soldiering and rugby talent. When, in a moment of fury,
he contemplates resigning from the police, he says: “I could have got a hundred better
jobs, with my war record and my rugby . . .” (147). On Johannesburg’s mines, he says,
“they pay high for rugby.”
Pieter’s public persona is related to his “certain” (235) Springbok captaincy. This
garners the transfixed adoration of the townspeople, especially its schoolboys. The young
dominee expresses his admiration of Pieter to Nella when he first meets him, revealing
that Pieter is already mythologized in Afrikaner popular culture: “ ‘They called him the
Lion of the North . . . When you talk football, it’s one of the things you must know.
There are perhaps ten names like that,’ he said” (78). Respect for Pieter comes through
both in the metaphorical moniker and in its historical allusion to Gustavas Adolphus of
Sweden (1594-1632), which relates Pieter’s leadership, power, and efficiency on the
rugby field to that of a historical figure revered for his military savvy and skill.
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While conveying Pieter’s exceptionalism through rugby, Paton, through Sophie, also
adumbrates throughout the novel a picture of rugby’s centrality in South Africa. This may
even be evident in the name of the town in which the van Vlaanderen family lives: while
“Venter” is a common Afrikaner last name, the compound word “Venterspan” functions
ambivalently in that it could mean Venter’s “pan” or pan, a small body of water, or
“span,” which, as with oxen, means a “team.” It is ’n rugby span that Pieter captains.
Despite female support, rugby commands the space of males. This is evident as soon
as Chapters One and Two of the book. After Pieter, in his capacity as police lieutenant,
interpolates Dick pursuing Stephanie, he releases the youth but instructs him to come to
his home that night to discuss the incident. Because the meeting’s purpose must remain a
secret, Pieter instructs Dick to tell Nella and his own mother that the boy had come to talk
rugby; the implication here is that a woman would neither question nor expect to be
included in such a discussion. In situating this exchange, Pieter appeals to the idea of
rugby as a space of male camaraderie, and draws on authority within that space: he tells
Dick that he talks as his “friend” and “football captain” (13), not as a police lieutenant.
Sophie is paradoxically both involved in rugby and marginalized from/by the game.
She often goes to watch the team practicing. On these occasions she is compelled by
Pieter’s authority, but must also stand on the sideline where her view is necessarily
obscured by what Desiree Lewis, as noted in Chapter One, identifies rugby’s esoteric
nature: Sophie “would not see [Pieter] as much as she wished, for he was always down in
the scrum” (110). But then he would emerge from the circle’s depths, “and shake [other
players] off like water, and lift his hands above them all, and send the ball sailing across
the field for others to catch and run.” Interestingly, Jakob, of a generation that just
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predates the sport’s wide popularity, is not enamored with rugby, which he believes is
ungodly. However, giving a pithy clue to the connection between Jakob’s masculine
construction, with its occasional crudeness, and that of rugby, Sophie says: “I have never
feared [the game] for rugby itself is coarse and rough, and my own brother . . . can be
coarse and rough himself” (111).
Rugby and its male spaces are again foregrounded in an important scene at the end of
the book. When the Immorality Act charge is made, Pieter leaves his house with his
revolver, likely suicidal (244). But Kappie knows where to find him—at the rugby field.
There, “on the lowest row of seats, [Kappie] saw his friend, sitting with his hands held
together on his knees, and his head bowed into his breast” (259). Pieter’s passivity and
static supplication in this scene is a contrast to the leadership and energy that he had
always delivered here.
The public space of male performance now becomes one of a more female intimacy.
Kappie, though too small to envelop Pieter, sits with him, and touches him affectionately.
He begins to talk to the shamed man “as one speaks to a child, as a woman speaks, as
most men would fear to speak in the presence of any other person” (260). Paton reiterates
Kappie’s nurturing warmth by using the same palette of vocabulary: “He spoke as a
woman speaks to her child when sobbing is past, one questioning and questioning, the
other answering and comforting, so that the present is secure and warm, and it seems
almost that the future will not come.” Kappie’s tenderness here is Paton’s endorsement of
(female) affectivity and is an implicit criticism of the “tragedy” of a maleness devoid of
expressiveness (Sattel’s term).
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In Phalarope, rugby is, superficially, not a violent game. However, one sentence in
the book belies rugby’s innocence—Koos Slabbert and his wife dislike rugby, Sophie
says, because “somewhere, some other place, some boy was killed [playing rugby]”
(110). She elides any details, and her repetitions of the nonspecific word “some” suggests
her deliberate detachment from this dreadful incident. But the facts tendered here
complicate the Slabbert’s rejection of rugby—it is they who donated the field to the
town’s team. They are thus complicit in rugby, whiteness, Afrikaner Christian
nationalism and its violences, as are Sophie for her support of it, and Pieter for playing it.
Conclusion
Paton’s awareness of rugby’s importance and the sport’s culture enriches Phalarope’s
realism. However, rugby in this novel is also a metonym, a part that represents the gestalt
of apartheid’s direct, structural, and cultural violences. Paton succeeds in this
synecdochal coup by implicating rugby with cleanness, whiteness, and Afrikaner
Christian nationalism.
Despite Pieter’s affiliation with rugby and all it represents, he proves a chink in the
patriarchy’s protective plating—his character has an affective component that his father
sees as dangerously feminine and thus weak, incompatible with hegemonic masculinity
and apartheid mastery. The resulting filial strain, together with the other internal and
external factors that shape his individual subjectivity, precipitate so severe a personal
crisis for Pieter that he, the pluperfect representative of his family, community, and
country, becomes one of their most reviled.
Perhaps “virtue [may] come of our offences,” Sophie says (272). Perhaps Pieter’s
“pollution” has been beneficial. Certainly, there is evidence to support such an argument
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because, four times in one paragraph, we are told that after his downfall, Pieter was
“cleansed” forever (262). Further, the captain says that after his friend’s downfall, Pieter
“is quite another man” (266). But even if Pieter appears to have integrated his tragically
traumatized psyche, the end the book is discouraging: while Pieter’s unremarkable
brother Frans is “clean and sweet and at peace” (80), his nephew “is tall and dark and
seems to have some special mark on him of solitariness” (272). Paton surely predicts a
problem.
Nadine Gordimer, grande dame of South African literature, wrote with great
poignancy of the phalarope that lends Paton’s book its title: it is the “rare bird of
understanding that came too late between father and son . . .” (Telling 359). While the
fleeting filial tie afforded by the peculiar bird is tardy and inadequate in this “devastating
critique of apartheid and the spirit that underlies it” (Watts 254), any similar harbinger of
hope is absent in the next, Damon Galgut’s The Beautiful Screaming of Pigs.
Cry, the beloved country
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CHAPTER THREE
“A TINY RED EXPLOSION”
DAMON GALGUT’S THE BEAUTIFUL SCREAMING OF PIGS
Recipe for boerewors [farmers’ sausage]:
Wash 3.5 ounces large pork intestinal casings under cold tap, then soak
in bowl of water with 2T lemon juice. Mince or chop very fine 3.5 pounds
topside beef, 1 pound each of lamb meat and sheep’s fat tail, and 5 ounces
pork back fat. Combine . . .
Sprinkle [spices] over meat . . . and mix all together with a light
touch—the key is not to squash the meat.
Assemble a hand-cranked meat grinder . . .
Pull the mouth of each pork casing as far over and up the output end as
possible. Get someone to feed the meat into the mincer while you guide
the growing sausage with your hands.
Don’t overfill, avoid air pockets and, when the casing is full, tie a knot
in each end. Braai over hot coals under a sunny sky. (“Bring on the Braai,”
The Washington Post, 6 October 2010, H6)
From: john@pbhs.gp.school.za [john@pbhs.gp.school.za]
Sent: Saturday, August 13, 2011 4:30 AM
To: Anne Reef (annereef)
Subject: Galgut at PBHS
Dear Madam,
Thusfar [sic] I have only been able to confirm that Damon Galgut played
cricket when he was in the junior forms. (He acted in house plays; the
school drama production of 1981, “Richard of Bordeaux” and did cadets).
I am trying to establish if he was involved in any other sport while at the
school, although I don't think he was ever noted for his athleticism.
Yours sincerely
JW Illsley [Second Master at Pretoria Boys High School]1
Introduction
“There is no sound on earth like the sound of a pig dying,” Patrick Winter says (26).
“It is a shriek that tears at the primal, unconscious mind. It is the noise of babies being
abandoned, of women being taken by force, of the hinges of the world tearing loose.”
Further, the protagonist of Damon Galgut’s The Beautiful Screaming of Pigs explains, the
pig begins to scream “from the moment [it] is seized, as if it knows what is about to
1

This email is in response to my own to Pretoria Boys High School.
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happen. The pig squeals and cries, it defecates in terror, but nothing will stop its life
converging to zero on the point of [a] thin metal stick.”
The slaughter of the pig in Galgut’s novel is thus a sharp and compelling metaphor for
multiple and unmitigated direct violences. But Galgut’s use of literal and metaphorical
butchery is not unique in the texts under consideration in this study; Chapter Two pointed
out that in Paton’s Too Late, the Phalarope, the town’s Social Welfare Department is
located in an old butchery, from which the meat-hanging beam has not been removed.
This and that novel’s related textual details suggest that the purportedly reforming and
protective agency is complicit in what Johan Galtung calls the “structural” violences of
apartheid.
Galgut, a novelist and playwright, was born in 1963. As a child he was bedridden due
to cancer, but his health improved. In 1982, his matriculation year, he became Head Boy
of Pretoria Boys High School (PBHS); this office usually reflects and rewards academic
success, leadership ability, and accomplished public speaking. PBHS is proud of its
rugby tradition and fields about twenty-eight rugby teams every season. Like PBHS
Second Master, J.W. Illsley, Galgut’s agent Tony Peake does not think that the author
himself played rugby.2 According to Mariella Frostrup in the introduction to her 2008
BBC interview with Galgut, he did serve two years in the South African Defence Force
(SADF) as an army conscript. He now lives in Cape Town, identifies as gay, and is a
devout yoga practitioner.
Pigs, Galgut’s second book, takes place in 1960s-1980s South Africa. The novel’s
immediate time is the eve of Namibia’s November 1989 elections, which resulted in the
2

Notable alumnae of PBHS include Rhodes scholars, Constitutional and Supreme Court
judges, a Nobel Prize-winning scientist, clerics, politicians, and Springbok athletes.
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ascent to power of the South West African Peoples’ Organization (SWAPO), the sworn
enemy of the apartheid regime against whom Patrick fought while in the SADF. Namibia,
or South West Africa, as Patrick’s staunchly Afrikaner grandmother still insists on calling
it, was inhabited by indigenous people for centuries, but was colonized by Germany in
the late 1800s. After the First World War, the territory was given to South Africa as a
League of Nations mandate. South Africa, for various reasons including strategic ones,
became possessive of it. Despite Namibian resistance and international pressure from the
United Nations, South Africa was recalcitrant and did not release the territory until it had
fought a bitter war with pro-independence “terrorist” forces like SWAPO. In the late
1980s, events tilted in favor of independence and SWAPO began governing Namibia in
March 1990. Persistent evidence of German influence on Namibian culture proves useful
to Galgut who, in several places, indictingly uses the inevitable post-World War II
implication of Germany and Germans with extraordinary cruelty and violence in order to
texture representations of apartheid’s own violences; one example is the “anaemic
German” (51) who Patrick also describes as “Aryan,” and another is the aged racist
German who engages Patrick in disturbing discussion on the pier.
The novel also relates Patrick’s earlier years: Patrick, whose political views are vague
before his army service, is not yet ready to defy apartheid ideology in any way. But his
position clarifies when he is posted to defend South Africa’s border with then South West
Africa. Here he develops a stark understanding of 1980s South Africa, with its rigid
charters of inclusion and marginalization, and its strategies of protection and eradication.
Now, a year after the emotional crisis that leads to his army discharge, twenty-year-old
Patrick travels from their home in the Cape to Namibia with his eccentric divorced
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mother, Ellen, so that she can be with her young black lover, Godfrey, during the
elections in his country; Godfrey works for SWAPO. Just before they arrive, a highprofile white SWAPO activist, Andrew Lovell, is assassinated, likely by an agent of the
South African regime. With other aspects of Patrick’s visit, this provokes Patrick’s
reconsideration of his own identity and his processing of the various incidents of violence
to which he is witness, in which he is complicit, and of which he is guilty.
The character Lovell is likely based on a real SWAPO activist, Anton Lubowski, who
was assassinated outside his Windhoek home in September of 1989. While there are
differences between Lubowski and Lovell, it is impossible to ignore that they share
initials and were both assassinated in Namibia in late 1989. Like Lubowski, Lovell
studied law at the University of Cape Town. This association realistically contextualizes
the novel. But there is also a significant fictional relationship here: Patrick believes that
Lovell, “thin, with dark hair” (69), has a face “not entirely unlike” his own. In this way,
Galgut establishes a link between Patrick and Lovell. Such association of characters
through similar “character”istics is Galgut’s most apparent and frequent modus operandi
in this book.
Taking cognizance of such strategies, this chapter uses close reading of Pigs to relate
it to Paton’s novel and to segue into Mark Behr’s work. The overarching thesis of this
study is that in the texts under discussion, South African authors are using rugby and its
associations as a metonym for other kinds of violence. This holds true here too, but
unlike in Phalarope and many other texts in this dissertation, rugby’s association with
violent apartheid masculinity in Pigs is not achieved through any implication of the sport
with a school, local, provincial, or national rugby team. Instead it is overtly related to
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both the father and the South African military, both synecdochal of the patriarchy, at a
time when white South Africa was battling to defend its borders.
The novel’s indictment of rugby and its establishment of the sport as a metonym for
other violences is most obvious in its first half. Nevertheless, the significance of sport in
South African society is presented later in more subtle ways. For example, when Patrick
is watching television in the hotel bar, the report on Lovell’s death follows rather than
leads the sportscast. Also, Patrick twice sees evidence of soccer in the Namibian black
townships (48, 115)—this is consistent with historical, sociological, and literary evidence
that while South African whites and whiteness claim rugby, black (South) Africans
cleave to soccer.3
Galgut begins by establishing a hypermasculinity embodied in Patrick’s father Howie,
his elder brother Malcolm, and his army commandant Schutte, and by unequivocally
associating all three men with rugby. Patrick’s lack of facility with the rugby ball and fear
of it can thus become metonymic of his inability to perform other markers of South
African masculinity, of broken communication with his father, and of strain at the fatherson nexus.
The Father, the Military, and Rugby
As Frantz Fanon observed, in a militarized culture the father assumes a special role.
Fanon perceives a metaphorical relationship between the father and the military in “every
country characterized as civilized or civilizing” (as qtd. in Boire 591). Gary Boire cites a
statement made by Fanon in this regard in Black Skins, White Masks:
There are close connections between the structure of the family and the
structure of the nation. Militarization and the centralization of authority
3

The legacy of these affiliations is still obvious—in the 2011 Rugby World Cup, the
Springboks beat the Namibian side 87-0.
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automatically entail a resurgence of the [father’s] authority . . . the family
is a miniature of the nation. As the child emerges from the shadow of his
parents, he finds himself once more among the same laws, the same
principles, the same values. (as qtd. in Boire)
This observation is enhanced by Paul Woods’s elaboration on the metonymic purpose
of the term “father” in the context of such texts as Pigs:
The term “Father” refers to, variously, the paternalism inherent in
Eurocentric colonialism, phallogocentric religion, in patriarchal
hegemony, nationalistic fervour, in Pan-Africanism (and thus
Afrocentricism), and in the drive by any state apparatus to “correct” the
perceived behavioral anomalies of any marginalised, individualistic
subculture or community (171).4
This structure is consistent with an important tenet of Marxist theory, which
recognizes the necessity of perpetuating the conditions of production in order to survive.
For the patriarchy to endure physically, the sons must reproduce. To maintain patriarchal
ideology, the sons must think like the fathers, with paternal philosophy manifest in the
son’s actions. But paternal/patriarchal vigilance is especially important when the
institution is under pressure to procure and replenish an army (and/or a sports team).
Michiel Heyns, drawing on Marx’s idea, succinctly explains this in a more complex
argument to which I allude later in this chapter: “The sons must believe that they want to
wage the wars [and/or play the games] of the fathers; the fathers have to seduce the sons
into complicity” (82).
The relationship between the apartheid South African military and the game of rugby
during the war-waging of the 1980s is recognized but rarely articulated by sociologists or
historians. Albert Grundlingh’s work is a useful exception. He believes that “[t]he
significance of rugby in a beleaguered society was underlined by the involvement of the
4

In his study, Woods looks at white South African gay writing, but contextualizes it by
situating black gays and gay writing within an African tradition that reviles and rejects
homosexuality for various reasons, including the perception that it is antinationalist.
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[SADF] in the game. The [SADF] with a huge biannual intake of national conscripts did
much to promote” it (103.) He says that “[part] of the reasoning [for this] was that rugby,
as a disciplined team game, could help in the moulding of young men into soldiers”; he
quotes Magnus Malan, head of the SADF: “ ‘You can take a rugby player and within half
an hour make a soldier of him’. ” Grundlingh points out that the SADF was, reciprocally,
an important source of Springbok rugby players, with eight SADF players becoming
Bokke in the early 1980s. “Although this might have been a matter of pride for the
[SADF],” Grundlingh says, “for anti-apartheid political activists who viewed the Force
solely as an army in the service of an illegitimate government, it provided ample proof of
the close inter-relationship between the game and the ruling establishment.”
A brief history of the South African military and conscription is helpful in situating
the works important to this study. Colonial South Africa was a tense society, with
indigenous Africans, the original Boer settlers, and the British incessantly engaged in
aggressive and defensive violence as they pursued land acquisition and control over
scarce and valuable resources. By the 1950s, with the ascent of the apartheid government
and with whites relatively reconciled politically, military priorities shifted towards
defending the country from black Africa—the idea of physical submission to black rule
was anathema to white South Africa, but, in keeping with Cold War era anxieties, so was
the idea of ideological acquiescence to communism, a threat in Africa because many
African states were perceived by the West to be proxies of the Cold War superpowers.
From the 1950s onwards, the South African government’s increasing security concerns
led to the organized recruitment of permanent force and conscripted national servicemen,
and in 1957, the SADF was created. Forms of conscription soon began, and by the 1970s,
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with border wars intensifying and violence in the townships escalating, young white men
were required to serve a year and to attend annual refresher camps. Although many
men—those adequately interpellated—arrived for service excited about the opportunity
to defend their country, there were also those who understood the physical,
psychological, and ethical implications of national service in general, and the apartheid
regime in particular. Nevertheless, few were excused without harsh sanction and/or
shame. It took great courage to evade the system, and some young men left the country
never to return in order to avoid the consequences of refusal to serve; others were jailed.
The situation for those compulsorily enlisted worsened in 1977 when the degenerating
external and internal security situations spurred an extension of military service to two
years, with subsequent camps. Conscripts were subjected to three months of basic
training, and then assigned to duty, the most harrowing of which proved to be on the
border and in the townships—Pigs describes deaths of the protagonist’s contemporaries
in both.
Unlike Paton, younger authors like Galgut and Behr were snared by the SADF. Until
conscription ended in 1994 with the advent of multiracial democracy, their generation
was drawn into perpetrating and suffering violence and concomitant complicity in
apartheid’s aggression. Many were traumatized in the process.
The Farm
But Galgut’s novel begins not with complicity in or the trauma of war, but with
descriptions of another form of direct violence. While visiting his maternal grandparents’
farm on his way to Namibia, Patrick awakens to the sound of a pig being slaughtered. He
“had forgotten this about the farm,” he says (25), where pigs are killed on Tuesdays,

123

sheep on Wednesdays, goats on Fridays, and chickens on the days in between; indeed the
farm’s “calendar runs on slaughter.” Sheep and goats, he graphically details, have their
throats slit, chickens are decapitated, and pigs are stabbed in the heart with an iron rod.
Patrick discloses that when he was a child, the pigs’ screams disturbed him. On this
morning, however, he finds them compelling, “almost beautiful” (27); this killing “didn’t
evoke violence or fear, but a train of gentle childhood memories.” This provokes the
narrative that becomes Pigs. After the slaughter, Patrick goes in search of the dead pig.
And, “[f]ramed by the door like a painting, the glowing carcass hung upside down,
suspended from hooks in its legs, dangling in a way no pig was meant to do.” To Patrick,
it looked “[s]trangely colossal, amplified in death.” With mounting revulsion, he then
watches the farm worker’s butchery of the pig: “The blade punched down with delicate
violence and in a moment I watched as complicated guts, parcels of organs, came
tumbling to the ground” (28). He is assaulted by “the stench of it—deep, bilious, foul.”
The breakfast served to Patrick thereafter comprises bacon, eggs, and toast, all of
which, Patrick’s ouma [grandmother] says proudly, “comes from the farm” (34). How,
then, might we read such butchery and meat consumption in terms of Galtung’s theory?
Some brief propositions: All three types of violence operate here. To kill and butcher an
animal is direct violence; to kill a farm animal, which cannot escape, is a kind of
structural violence in that it manifests unequal life chances. And cultural violence, which
gives the green light to direct and structural violence, is at work here too; using an animal
for food (rather than discarding or stuffing it for display, for example) makes both the
direct and structural violence of butchering seem acceptable. The ingested food, clearly
the product of violence, is, through Galgut’s textual juxtaposition, implicated with the
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multiple, unmitigated assaults—deserted children, rape, and existential rupture, for
example—with which he associated killing the pig.
But any such discussion is best related to the context of the farm in South African life
and literature. “Farming,” Guy Arnold says, “is inextricably wound into the history of the
Dutch at the Cape, and, until very recently, the Boers or Afrikaners have seen themselves,
first and foremost, as farmers” (141). He explains that, “[l]and, its possession and
working, lay at the centre of Afrikaner politics.” He notes that at the time of writing in
2000, “despite huge changes in the Afrikaner community and the move of many
Afrikaners into business and other occupations remote from the land, farming remains at
the emotional core of Afrikanerdom.”
Patrick’s Oupa [Grandfather] de Bruin, who dies before this visit to the farm,
exemplifies Afrikaner involvement with the land. The patriarch was a lifelong farmer,
who had acquired “something of the reddish colour of his fields in his skin” (29). He was
“[w]hite-haired” and “fierce.”5 Further description of Oupa, mirroring the man’s own
emotional parsimony, is not kind:
He had never made a tender gesture towards me or my mother . . . [He
seemed to be] immeasurably old, an impression that was only deepened by
his old-fashioned style of dressing, in khaki clothes with a waist-coat and
boots, a leather whip under his arm. (29-30)
And, “[o]n Sundays he dressed up in a worn brown suit and drove into town to go to
church” (30). As a child Patrick was “forced” to go too.
One Sunday, when Patrick is ten, he and his playmate Margaret—a black farm
laborer’s child—are on the seesaw. They become aware of two dogs mating near them,
5

Though spelled differently, Patrick’s mother’s maiden name is the same as that of Pieter’s
friend Moffie de Bruyn in Phalarope. As I suggested in Chapter Two, the name, which means “of
Brown,” is, because it plays on the possibility of an impure racial heritage, an ironic one for white
characters in the context of South African literature.
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but they are neither compelled nor disturbed, because they know that “life [makes] more
life” (32). But Patrick’s oupa is livid. He appears, brown-suited, with whip in hand.
Patrick confesses that
for a terrified instant I thought that we were the object of his fury. But it
was the dogs that he fell upon, spastic with rage, lunging and swearing in a
hot vortex of dust. The dogs ran for cover while the old man still lashed
about at his own shadow. Then, muttering softly, he stalked back inside,
trailing the leather behind him, not looking at us.
While his grandfather is sour, Patrick’s inscrutable, pipe-smoking grandmother is
“[d]iminutive, dour” (1), and younger than her wizened appearance. Suggesting a stasis
that parallels her late husband’s, she wears “the same soiled apron [that Patrick] recalled
from [his] every previous visit,” the last of which was two years before. In the dining
room, Patrick, his mother, and grandmother dine “in silence” (2) with their “iron spoons
dashing [their] plates.”6 After dinner she questions Patrick about his fragile (mental)
health with spare words in Afrikaans. Patrick says that his grandmother
was made of a different material than us city people. I looked at her now: a
small, dried-up old woman, with a heart like a dark clod of earth. Since
her husband had died, she had taken over the running of the farm. All the
lines of power radiated outwards from her. The servants were afraid of
her. The neighbours respected her. She couldn’t be separated from the
land that she lived on.” (35)
Patrick’s grandparents, then, are severe, hardy, and resourceful; they are extreme
Calvinists with a deep commitment to farming their land. Galgut’s representation is
consistent with the descriptions of Afrikaners and Afrikaner culture proposed by such
scholars as Archer and Bouillon, and Thion in Chapter One of this study. The effect of
Galgut’s descriptions of Patrick’s grandparents is to indict this kind of Afrikaner, their
6

In Phalarope, metal knives and forks appear in Pieter’s terrifying dream. He associates these
with the military, thus linking them to direct violence. With Galgut’s description of the farm’s
cutlery, Pigs’s author seems to suggest that even the process of consuming meat involves
microviolence.
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values, and lifestyle. But the de Bruins and the land that they tend also have a literary
context: the farm novel (plaasroman) has been important in South African literature since
Olive Schreiner’s Story of an African Farm (1883). In the 1920s and 1930s particularly,
but also since then, the farm novel was employed, especially by Afrikaner writers like D.
F. Malherbe and C. M. van den Heever, as what Nicole Devarenne describes as “an
ideologically important genre justifying colonial subjugation and white supremacist
claims to Afrikaner ownership of the land” (627); novels in this category also often
represent and examine the origins and subsequent relationship between rural and urban
Afrikaner communities. For Devarenne, the farm novel is significant for its interrogation
of “the relationship between white supremacy and land ownership [and] because it offers
an insight into how certain constructions of race and gender come to be established as
‘natural’ in a nationalist context” (642); the implication of her observation is that the farm
novel—the very genre—functioned as a form of cultural violence and is/was thus
complicit in the direct and structural violences of Afrikaner nationalism and apartheid.
Given its definitive ideological underpinnings, it is unsurprising that “the plaasroman
genre would be revisited by [English and Afrikaner] writers seeking to define their
political projects in opposition to the traditionalism and (proto)nationalism” of such
works (633); they do this in “subversive farm novels” (634). J. M. Coetzee has
consistently opposed the plaasroman, critically most notably in White Writing (1998),
and in fiction in The Life and Times of Michael K (1983) and Disgrace (2000). As
Devarenne points out, Nadine Gordimer, most obviously in The Conservationist (1974),
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and Marlene van Niekerk in Agaat (2004), have also undertaken this project.7 Taking
such books into account, Devarenne explains that “[t]he reinvented farm novel has
emerged as a specifically white South African challenge to both literary convention and
racist-masculinist ideology” (642).8
Though only a small part of it is set on the farm, Pigs, by relating the violences the
farm perpetrates and the broad violences with which it is implicated, is firmly in this antifarm (novel) tradition. What Devarenne does not point out, however, is the etymological
and historic relationship between the farm and the colony—the Latin word “colonia,”
from which “colony” is derived, means a (small) farm. Indeed, in a South African
context, it would not be specious to see a parallel between the farm novel and the
colonialist one, and between the subversive farm novel and a postcolonial one. For its
coming-of-age quality, Pigs may even be read as a form of postcolonial Bildungsroman.
However, it is also an anti-Bildungsoman; Feroza Jussawalla points out that while most
postcolonial Bildungsomans move towards a protagonist’s affirmation of national
belonging, this one ends with Patrick’s rejection of his own country. Instead, he comes to
identify with the Namibian postcolonial process and nation itself—for Patrick, the crowd
at Lovell’s funeral rally is “the family to which [he’d] never belonged” (125). The reason

7

Devarenne’s article preceded publication of Mark Behr’s farm novel Kings of the Water
(2009), which privileges the place of the farm in the family and national legacy, but also subverts
the plaasroman genre.
8

In the first chapter of Antjie Krog’s Country of My Skull, a postapartheid creative non/partfiction text narrated by Krog or a Krog persona, the family farm, on which her parents and
brothers still live, is associated with a pragmatic but unaffective masculinity; the chapter is
fittingly titled “They Never Wept, the Men of My Race.”
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Patrick had never felt part of his own family was largely because of the strain between
him and his father, and elder brother Malcolm.
Strain at the Father-Son Nexus: “I’m Not Malcolm”
Given the unflattering representations of Patrick’s grandparents, their relationship to
the farm, and the implication of the farm with violence, it is initially surprising that
Patrick’s father is not also an Afrikaner. Complicating white South African culpability,
Howie is an English-speaking South African, who was “ashamed of [his wife’s] rustic
Afrikaans beginnings . . .” (9). The reason for Howie’s embarrassment is not stated, but
one may infer that his dislike of the farm, Afrikaans, and Afrikaners is a form of
“othering” by English-speaking South Africans.
Howie, who has a business degree, is an apparent foil to the work-wizened farmer.
Having made money in property and the stock market, he is wealthy enough to enjoy
significant leisure. However, as remote from the farm as Howie seems, his property
development, with its imperious taming of urban land, may be read here as the urban(e)
and modern equivalent of farming. This reading is supported by Patrick’s assertion that
his father is a “cultured boor” (12)—because “boor” is an anglicization of boer, the
Afrikaans word for “farmer,” Howie is aligned by Patrick with Ellen’s family and the
violences of the farm.
Howie is vain, brash, dominating, and profoundly unattractive to Patrick. Patrick
“doesn’t know what smallness [his father] was trying to compensate for, but he gave off
an endless energy and size: he was loudly generous and bullying and expansive.” Patrick
also discloses that Howie has an unspecified heart problem. But, he confesses, he doesn’t
believe that Howie “had a heart at all . . .” (15). With this statement, Patrick/Galgut draws
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on the age-old metaphor that uses the heart as a figurative word signifying the seat of the
emotion and empathy, indeed, of affectivity; in doing so, he signifies a malfunction in the
relationship between father and son.
“Fat and sweaty,” Howie has short brown hair and a “neat” brown moustache, stained
by tobacco (13). His eyes are a blue “so pale as to be almost without colour,” and he
“would stare at [Patrick] sometimes, with amazement or disapproval, from those eyes,
rimmed with resin and short white hairs, like the bristles of the warthog on the wall.”
The warthog is only one of Howie’s many stuffed hunting trophies that fill the house.
These include kudu and impala heads, and his greatest pride, a pouncing leopard. Patrick
tells us that Howie’s
real love was for hunting. The walls of the entire downstairs floor were
covered in animal heads. He had killed every one of them, he would tell
his visitors proudly, as he showed his collection of guns and rifles. He
never tired of handling [the arms], taking them apart and cleaning them,
his hands more loving on those hard bits of metal than they’d ever been on
us. (12)
Howie’s love of guns and hunting, for which Patrick shows no similar passion, is a
manifest marker of a willingness to perform direct violence. Initially, however, it is
Patrick’s inability to play rugby that most obviously provokes paternal anxiety.
Very early in Phalarope, I noted in Chapter Two of this study, Jakob van Vlaanderen
evinces anxiety about his son’s ability and willingness to perform apartheid masculinity.
When he finds the boy alone indoors reading while the neighbor’s boys are outside
shooting tins off a tree stump, he calls his son to come outside—Pieter emerges to display
perfect marksmanship and to socialize with the youngsters. A corresponding scene
appears similarly soon in Pigs, but here it is through rugby that the father attempts to
coax evidence of his son’s toughness and resilience. His efforts are futile: Galgut’s
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representation, which shows the boy’s fear of the game and that of which it is
metonymic, provides the first proof of the son’s deficient performance of orthodox and
hegemonic masculinity. This will be followed by Patrick’s neglect, indeed rejection of,
hypermasculinity, exclusive heterosexual practice, and apartheid South Africa itself.
In this scene, Howie, baffled by Patrick’s small physical size and lack of facility with
the ball, imperiously inquires of the boy and his mother as to whether or not the child
eats, and whether he plays sport. Ellen assures him that Patrick has a good appetite, but
protests that he “doesn’t like sports” (13). Howie’s response is to “bellow”: “ ‘Nonsense
. . . Come with me,’ he commanded, taking [Patrick] by the back of [his] neck.” Then, as
he often does, he tries to teach the boy rugby in the garden. Patrick “would stand,
trembling with a fear that [he] could smell in [his] nose . . ..” Howie, Patrick relates,
“would hurl the ball: oval, dark, a dangerous shape of leather. It hissed towards me . . . an
embodiment of all that was most frightening to me, and all I could never do: I dropped
the ball. I turned my head in fright and it would glance off my blunt hands . . .. ” (13-14).
Patrick is shamed and apologetic.
Patrick’s experience contrasts with the enthusiasm for ball games that his father and
elder brother Malcolm share so easily: “They practised passes and tackles, stitching lines
of movement that tied them invisibly together. Malcolm could kick and catch the ball on
the run. Sweating, grimacing with pleasure, they would come back together . . .”; this
with “arms around each other, luminous with pride and effort” (15). The sewing
metaphor in this description conveys the extent to which the very process of playing
rugby bonds Howie and Malcolm. As a corollary, Patrick’s not playing rugby with his
father weakens their ties.
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Malcolm is his “father’s son” (14). Though uncouth and academically inadequate,
Malcolm “could catch any ball that was thrown at him,” and he is captain of his high
school rugby team. Howie has well socialized Malcolm into the club of
hypermasculinity—the boy accompanies his father on hunting trips, during which he
enthusiastically kills animals and drinks with Howie’s posse. On his return from one such
excursion, Malcolm boasts to Patrick of his performance during the retreat. After proudly
confessing how he drank alcohol until he was sick, much to Howie’s delight, he describes
how they slaughtered an impala: “ ‘It wasn’t dead, it was lying on the ground kicking.
Dad killed it with a knife’ ” (17). This detail relates the violence of hunting to the
slaughter of animals on the farm, but, for Patrick, it carries a general threat of other
violences to which he himself is vulnerable; Patrick’s response to Malcolm’s disclosure is
to nod, “solemnly, entranced and appalled,” because he senses that “[t]he knife was at
[his] throat.”
After failing matric, Malcolm joins the army. His brother was, Patrick says, “made for
that uniform” (18), in which “he looked casually handsome, capable of heroism and
brutality.” Malcolm, however, is soon killed in a traffic accident, an ironically
anticlimactic ending for so promising a soldier.
And then it is Patrick’s turn to do military service. He is posted to the border. The
camp there, like the military itself, is a characteristically masculine space. This was the
first time that Patrick “had been in a group of men, with not a single female face” (57).
He loathes “the overpowering maleness of the place,” and it was, he tells us, “like being
with [his] father and his hunting friends in an isolated hunting lodge . . . for months.” But
the situation is seriously exacerbated when Malcolm is reinstated in the persona of

132

Commandant Schutte, the officer who takes charge of the camp. Patrick explains that
Schutte, “disturbingly” (59), bore a “startling” likeness to Malcolm. This similarity
“made a crack” in Patrick’s heart.9
In terms of the book’s algebra, then, Howie is similar to Malcolm, who is similar to
Schutte. Schutte is “a soldier to the core—a mean, hard, meticulous, obsessive man” (59),
with a “ferocious impassivity” (95). He urgently demands new energy and discipline
from the listless camp occupants, and “[a]n atmosphere of purpose and fear descended
onto the camp” (59). Flag raising, the singing of the national anthem, and interpellative
“lessons” become de rigueur (60). Physical training is now more frequent, guard duty
more intense, and, because Schutte believes that sport is “a way of keeping fit and
building a team spirit among the men” (61), the conscripts are required to play rugby.
Patrick is alarmed:
It was terrible. It was like being a boy again, hopelessly overcome by the
world. And at the same time there was nothing boyish about it: the contest
of knees and fists and will on the baked cracking earth was elemental, old.
I couldn’t catch the ball. As on those long-ago days on our green urban
lawn, I fumbled, I dropped it, I blushed. Now, however, I couldn’t cry;
grinning bravely, I endured their scorn . . ..
But Patrick is not the only one to suffer derision; so is Lappies, a young Afrikaner in
whom Patrick perceives a similar otherness. Lappies, who arrives at the camp at the same
time as Schutte, is slim and somewhat of an aberration in that he has eyes of different
colors and prematurely white hair; unlike that of the bulky and hirsute hypermasculine
men with whom the book is populated, his body hair is almost invisible. He too plays
rugby badly. As they recognize their common alienation, a friendship develops between
9

The name “Schutte” derives from the Dutch word “schutten,” which means “to shoot.”
“Schutten” evolved to “om te skiet” in Afrikaans; this association subtly nudges the reader to a
more complex reading of Patrick and Lappies’s complicity because, as infantry riflemen, they are
at least nominally implicated with Schutte and all he symbolizes.
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Patrick and Lappies, whose name suggests a wrung-out, impotent limpness.10 Eventually,
Schutte excludes them from rugby by assigning them to guard the periphery of the camp,
while other soldiers play rugby at its center—this quickly becomes a metaphor for the
pair’s marginalization from the camp’s male society and its vibrant homosocial bonds.
Though he does not enjoy the camp’s culture, Patrick is hurt and humiliated by his
dismissal from its core:
There was a brotherhood of men . . . to which I would never belong. My
father, my brother, the boys at school—they knew things I didn’t know.
There was that in their hands that helped them catch balls in flight. More
than that: it was beyond me to participate in the rituals of their kinship. I
would never hunt animals in the bush, or stand around a fire with them,
beer in hand, tugging at my moustache. I was pale, I was weak, my jokes
made them blanch. I would never be part of their club. (62)
Patrick and Lappies’s similar lack of facility with the rugby ball is only the beginning
of a more profound tie. One night, their patrol engages with a small SWAPO band; one
SADF and four SWAPO fighters fall in the skirmish. As proof of their relatively
successful encounter, the SADF corporal “cut off all the Swapo ears and put them into a
bag” (66). Feeling less triumphant, Patrick is thoroughly unnerved, and, although exactly
who slayed whom is unclear, he knows that he himself may well have been one those
who killed. The following evening, Patrick and Lappies, still “heavy with what had
happened to” them (66), engage in a spontaneous homosexual encounter. This is never
repeated or discussed by them, and within a month of this encounter, Lappies himself is
killed. Now Patrick is “deeply, vulnerably alone” (95), emotionally depleted. He
“reach[es] empty inside” (97) when the Commandant tells him that he is “just the man”

10

A “lappie” is a South African colloquial term that refers to an all-purpose kitchen cloth used
to clean countertops or to wipe spills, for example. It is often a wan swatch of an old garment or
towel.
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(96) to help load a pile of body bags into an awaiting helicopter. Inside one of those body
sacks is what is left of Lappies. Patrick’s subsequent emotional breakdown leads to his
discharge from the army.11
The emotional fragility that leads to the body-bag assignment attracts the attention of
Schutte, who recognizes Patrick as “the one who can’t play rugby” (96). He urges Patrick
to claim mental balance. When Patrick lies by saying that he is “all right,” the
Commandant says that he is “glad to hear it . . . This is a place for men not girls. You’re
not a girl, Winter.”
Patrick Winter
Patrick may not be a girl, but, in terms of the edicts of masculinity identified in Robert
Brannon’s theory as used by Eric Anderson, he is an inveterate “sissy.” As discussed in
Chapter Two, behavior which is considered feminine or childlike and conflated with that
which is cowardly is considered “sissy,” and it is abhorrent to those seeking to perform or
recognize orthodox masculinity. In terms of the book’s representation of Patrick, this
situation is ultimately irremediable for being congenital: one of Galgut’s strategies in
constructing Patrick as hypomasculine by the norms of apartheid South Africa is to
identify him with his mother. While Malcolm had his father’s “icy stare” (14), Patrick has
his “mother’s dark eyes.” While Malcolm has a special bond with his father, Patrick is
astonishingly close to his mother. While the hypermasculine men hunt and drink, the
young Patrick and his mother sleep in the same bed and dine together in restaurants; it
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Michael Titlestad also experienced the implication of hypermasculinity with the military and
its associated violence as traumatic. In “My Military,” a reflective essay, he says of his own
breakdown while in the army in 1987: “I know my fear was linked to the ways in which I felt at
odds with that world of men, but I can be no more specific than that” (40).
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was “as if [they were] involved in some old-fashioned courtship (10). While Patrick is
growing up, he is his mother’s confidante and immediate witness to her volatile and
experimental post-divorce lifestyle, with no holds barred on her drug use or details of her
sex life. The older Patrick is still privy to her insistent intimacies. Patrick’s affinity for his
mother and despising of his father is sufficient to associate him with that which is
feminine and thus “sissy”-like, a masculine taboo.
The second injunction that Brannon identifies is to “be a big wheel,” a “top dog.” In
other words, a “real” man should be a leader and achieve recognition for success. Two of
the most patent proofs of such achievement are financial success and military rank—
Howie is a millionaire, and Malcolm, though not an officer, becomes a corporal
(although, as shown earlier, Malcolm is metaphorically promoted to commandant through
his affiliation with Schutte). Patrick is ambitious in neither these nor similar areas.
Brannon’s third imperative is to be resolute when confronted with physical and
emotional challenge. Patrick’s jumping at the sound of cannons at Malcolm’s military
funeral—a mere microgesture—predicts, or at least indicates, his inability to be such a
“sturdy oak”; his psychological crisis and resulting discharge from the army after
participating in conflict make his affectivity and lack of necessary stalwartness more
serious and shameworthy.
And last, Brannon says, males who perform orthodox masculinity must be able to
“give ’em hell,” to soundly defeat and even humiliate an enemy of any kind. Patrick,
neither resolute nor valiant, has no such instinct.
Nor is Patrick, in contrast to his relatively libidinous parents, represented as in any
way driven by sex for procreation or pleasure. This is presumably one of the reasons that
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he feels that he has “nothing in common” (57) with the other soldiers in the camp, who
are “inscrutable and strange to [him]: laughing, jostling, testosterone-swollen animals
. . ..”12 Rather than being a response to any hormonal imperative, the two (vaguely)
sexual encounters in the novel are responses to direct violence.
Patrick’s first intimate experience happens when he is ten. This is with Margaret, the
mixed-blood child who is as poor as he is wealthy. Despite her nose-picking and scabby
legs, the pampered Patrick “loved her as much as [his] age would allow” (31). Though
apparently childishly innocent, the two partner to perpetrate their own voyeuristic
violences: they like to catch frogs and then lay them belly-up on a stone and split their
abdomens with a shard of glass. Then, “[u]nzipped, exposed, [the frogs’] tiny hearts beat
for our gaze.” The children are also not oblivious to death’s randomness: one day, a lost
cormorant, too far inland (like the phalarope), falls from the sky before them and dies.
But it is Oupa’s brutality towards the mating dogs that drives the two to physical
intimacy. That evening, Patrick and Margaret meet in a secluded spot, where, “[w]ithout
consultation, as though it was planned . . . we started to touch each other. We put our
hands under clothes and explored” (32). Context is important here—this they did, as
children, in a prudish, punitive, racist, and patriarchal culture, governed by what Paton in
Phalarope called “the iron laws,” with its concomitant violences. It is unsurprising, then,
that both quickly withdraw. Patrick recognizes that their encounter “followed on from the
dogs that morning,” but his “shame” (twice on 33) has an ugly effect on him. Drawing on
the considerable patriarchal power to which he is already heir, especially its racial and
economic components, Patrick delivers a threat replete with structural violence by
12

“Swollen” here evokes the use of the word in the description of Howie as a “swollen,
implacable man” (15). The term relates Howie to the men of the military.
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instructing the girl that if she tells anyone of their encounter, his grandfather will fire her
father. Never again did they play together.
Oupa de Bruin’s direct violence against the dogs has, then, successfully translated into
a threat against another emotional and physical union; metaphorically, Patrick has, like
the whipped dogs, “taken cover,” his impulse for intimacy arrested. Patrick’s behavior
here suggests what Marcuse describes as surplus-repression; Oupa’s socio-political
domination, which perpetuates and promotes patriarchal privilege, unleashes behavioral
controls in him “over and above those indispensible for civilized human association”
(Marcuse 38).
Later, in the army, Patrick meets Lappies. Their spontaneous homosexual engagement
is a reaction to their confusion and pain after the skirmish with SWAPO fighters.
Lappies, Patrick recognizes especially with retrospect, occupies a privileged place in his
emotional life: while they are in South West Africa, Ellen asks Patrick if he has ever been
in love. “Once,” he says, but he doesn’t “think [he] knew at the time” (93). From the
intricacies of the novel, the reader construes that he is referring to his relationship with
Lappies. Lappies’s role in and disappearance from the book, then, make sense in terms of
the argument proposed by Eric Tribunella, who notes a trope of traumatic loss of parent,
sibling, friend, or object in American children’s literature; he argues that the resulting
grief triggers maturity and coming of age. Though Pigs stands outside the purview of
Tribunella’s work, Lappies’s function is consistent with his thesis and useful here for
suggesting that Patrick’s losing his friend is a literary rite of passage in his emergence
from his complex cultural confines.
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But Patrick’s relationship with Lappies also signifies sexual fluidity, which is
unacceptable to apartheid’s hegemonic patriarchy for being a symptom of imperfect
conscription to apartheid thinking; after all heterosexuality is considered necessary to
perpetuate the patriarchy. That Patrick’s interpellation into apartheid’s worldview is
defective is evident in his musings about the border on which he is serving. Here, the
visual rhetoric of the capital letters clues the reader into the irony and importance of the
passage:
And I didn’t know why we were there. Some of the other [conscripts]
were true believers, but even the rest seemed to have some clear notion of
what our function was . . .. I don’t mean I didn’t know about the politics. I
had been hearing about the border for years already; so much so that it had
become a mythical site in my head. It was like the edge of the world.
Beyond it, as in ancient maps, was where monstrous and unknown things
dwelled: Communists. Terrorists. Other Ideas. (57)
So, the enemy “had to be burned out, exposed,” and, foreshadowing the assassination of
Andrew Lovell, “executed” (63). But Patrick’s initial instinctive unease turns to true
questioning, and, with further foreshadowing, he tells Lappies:
“I don’t know anything about Swapo . . . I don’t hate these people. I’m
just here for two years because I have to be. It’s a law. I might have to
shoot them—that’s a law too. They might shoot me, but at least that’s
because they want to. But I don’t know why I’m doing this. It’s got
nothing to do with my life” (64).
Patrick’s recognizes the dangerous consequences of his doubt: “My weakness was the
flaw in the dam wall that held the enemy at bay; I was the tiny chink in the armour
through which defeat would come flooding in” (60).
Godfrey
Defeat by people like Godfrey, Ellen’s first black lover. He is a Namibian who, once
Patrick’s mother’s drama student, now works for SWAPO; he is in his twenties and just a
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few years older than Patrick. Godfrey is from a humble, fatherless home, and is sensitive
to and strident about racism and colonialism; he is, for example, angry and incredulous
that Patrick chose to perform his military service. Patrick is wary, even “afraid” of
Godfrey at first (42), because Ellen has warned him that Godfrey is cold. But Patrick
feels “soft warmth” (48-49) in his handshake, and slowly edges emotionally closer to the
young man; the two even develop a certain level of “complicity” (71). Patrick observes
that he is “more interested in Godfrey than [he had] been in any of [his] mother’s other
lovers” (112), and he comes to see both himself and Godfrey as “innocuous and
innocent” (114).
But Godfrey also has a violent streak. According to Ellen, he shows passion but no
tenderness during sex. He “manhandl[es]” her when they reacquaint (54), although, in her
enthusiasm to commune with Africa through intercourse with Godfrey, she does not seem
to mind this at first. When he accuses her liberalism of being an assumed and effete one,
he pinches her so hard that she is bruised. This act, cruel and painful but hardly extensive,
is to try to communicate to Ellen what he has experienced, “ ‘This’,” which is physical
pain at the hands of an oppressive regime (capital and emphasis in original 90). When
Patrick talks to Godfrey about his harshness towards Ellen, Godfrey says that “It’s part of
my culture . . . Women don’t answer men back,” and when Patrick responds that that
should change, Godfrey accuses Patrick of a colonialist attitude (113). In justifying her
leaving him, Ellen says that Godfrey’s “latent violence” and his “rough[ness]” frightened
her (111).
Whatever the nature of Ellen’s relationship with Godfrey, Patrick’s interaction with
him assumes a complicated dimension—this is especially obvious when a woman in the
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hotel asks Patrick if he is with his mother. He replies affirmatively. She then asks who the
man with them is, and Patrick claims Godfrey as his father. The context of the scene
suggests that Patrick’s immediate motivation is to destabilize the woman’s racist
curiosity. Nevertheless, given the fraught relationship between Patrick and his own father
in this text, Patrick’s claim to Godfrey is psychologically significant. Patrick’s notion or
desire that Godfrey occupy a paternal, or at least fraternal, role in his life is reiterated
when Godfrey places an arm around Ellen and Patrick after Lovell’s funeral, and, “[f]or a
moment, then, the three of us were a family, held together by the hard warmth of his
powerful arms” (124). And Patrick’s wish is mildly fulfilled: when he suffers a panic
attack after Lovell’s funeral and flees, Godfrey follows him and “tackle[s]” him to stop
his flight (126). The word “tackle” alludes to rugby, and functions ambivalently. On the
one hand, it may align Godfrey with the new model of patriarchy. On the other, though it
does associate the game with male force, it may not be indicting of the sport, but a
manifestation of Godfrey’s paternal/fraternal concern.
An aside: In terms of the theory associated with contemporary South African
literature, Patrick’s increasing affinity for Godfrey has a context. During the second half
of the 1980s, two states of emergency (“the emergency”) governed life in South Africa,
leading to draconian repression. Heyns, noticing that graphic descriptions of (violent) sex
between father and sons manifest frequently in writing of this era, argues that this
constitutes a metaphoric representation of the need of the fathers to “seduce” their sons
into complicity in order sustain the patriarchy. Full-blown, this trope is not evident in
Pigs, but it is there exquisitely subtly, in a loving gaze: when Patrick watches Godfrey
working at the SWAPO office, he says that he “was, [he] think[s], a little in love by then”
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(115). This too may be read metaphorically, in that it is not just Godfrey on whom Patrick
has developed a crush, but the process of liberation from colonial oppression and the
emergence of a postcolonial nation.
Elna de Bruin/Ellen Winter
By the end of the novel, one of the people with whom Patrick is least in love is his
mother, who proves feckless. The only daughter of the verkrampt (repressed and
restrictive) de Bruins, she meets Howie, five years her senior, while she is a drama
student, and curtails her acting career in order to marry him and bear Malcolm, with
whom she is pregnant. Starting by changing her name, Ellen begins the process of
“remoulding herself in the image [Howie] desired” (9); she therefore “learned to speak
English without an accent [and] made it her duty to acquire cosmopolitan tastes and
values . . ..” In return, Howie offered “money and material consolations”—these are the
“inducements to complicity” that Simone de Beauvoir argues men offer to white
girls/women in a masculinist, racist society (298).
So, by the time Patrick is born, “Elsa de Bruin had disappeared and in her place there
was Ellen Winter . . .” (9). To Patrick, Ellen is clearly unhappy in this role, and, after
Malcolm’s death, she and Howie divorce. For years, she attempts to explore and to break
her association with her parents’ and Howie’s values—indeed those of apartheid South
Africa itself. Ellen’s rebellion against her background and experiences, and her attempts
at self-actualization reach their apogee in her relationship with Godfrey, which, though
complicated in a different way to Pieter’s with Stephanie in Phalarope, also violates the
ethos of the iron laws. Finally, however, Ellen chooses to again become deeply complicit
in the violences of apartheid. Ellen’s defection from her liberation is foreshadowed in the
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book’s micro-details. For example, when she reunites with Godfrey in Namibia, she
wears a necklace that Howie had given her, and, for the first time in years, she shaves her
legs (an ambiguous gesture for feminists) in anticipation of their date. As Patrick
becomes enamored with him, Ellen tires of Godfrey and the colonial/postcolonial tension
between them. Predictably for Patrick, Ellen terminates the relationship. Godfrey is
rapidly replaced.
Just before the Lovell funeral rally, Patrick sees Ellen flirting in the bar with a certain
Dirk Blaauw. She soon shows them both what she had bought in the town as a
souvenir—a blue glass bottle that has been made crooked by exposure to the elements.
Patrick recognizes it from a local antique store owned by “a bad-smelling German,” who
also offers such items as “[e]mbroidered swastikas,” images of Hitler, “[d]og-eared
copies of Mein Kampf,” “SS dress swords,” and even “the 1989 Third Reich doubleedged weapons calendar” (85)—the last item suggests that even in this postcolonial
environment, an insidious neoconservative ideology imagines a viable future for itself.
Ellen is now blithe about trading in this economy; her purchase there implicates her in
twentieth-century German violences, including colonialism, but more specifically the
atrocities of Nazism and contemporary neo-Nazism. As Patrick withdraws from them,
Ellen and Blaauw have “their heads . . . together again in smiling collusion above the
strange blue bottle” (119). From this point in the narrative, the book’s many symbols of
violence coalesce, especially around the color blue.
Dirk Blaauw: Going Home
A farmer from Malmesbury, the same area in which the de Bruin farm is located,
Dirk Blaauw has an Afrikaans accent and wears khaki clothes and shin-high boots. About

143

thirty, he is “meaty” (107) and has a “big, brown hand” (108), a “thick, bull neck,
muscled and brown” (135), as well as “hairy whorled knees” (118).
Blaauw’s name, which means “blue” in Dutch and German, reinforces a relationship
with Ellen’s blue treasure, and hence with Germans and Nazis.13 As such, it is
appropriate that his eyes are “blowtorch” blue (109), and at the end of the book, Ellen
confesses to Patrick that she is “falling in love with [Blaauw’s blue] eyes” (137).
Patrick meets Blaauw in the foyer of the hotel in which he, Ellen, and Godfrey are
staying. Patrick’s first conversation with the man clues him into Blaauw’s politics—
Blaauw tells Patrick that he thinks that Lovell “deserved” to die (107). Blaauw defends
himself, saying: “ ‘I’m not a racist. I just have certain views, I see the world in a
particular way . . . I have no problem with your mother’s friend, for example” (110). The
man is purportedly in Namibia for “farm stuff” (109), but, knowing what happens on
farms, taking the timing of Blaauw’s visit into account, as well as Galgut’s representation
of him, the reader soon surmises that Blaauw is implicated in Lovell’s assassination. This
possibility is supported by Patrick’s observation that “an undefined danger lay concealed
beneath [Blaauw’s] innocent interest” in him; this is especially meaningful given that
Patrick looks like Lovell.
Blaauw’s three pieces of luggage are, like men such as Howie, “bulging [and] fat,”
suggesting that he metaphorically carries the weight of white hegemonic masculinity with
him (135). Ellen makes room for this baggage in her car, a metaphorical suggestion that
she is willing to abet the apartheid patriarchy by transporting it. Blaauw’s clothes
associate him with other violences in the book—his leopard-skin hatband relates him to
13

Galgut uses the Dutch word for “blue,” In German, the word “blaauw” is pronounced the
same way as in Dutch, but spelled “blauw.”
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the hypermasculinity of men like Howie, who hunted the leopard that has pride of place
in the Winter home. Blaauw’s khaki garb puts the reader in mind of both the military and
the farm; khaki is now almost universally the default color for military uniforms, and
consolidating textual details, the reader remembers that Patrick’s brutal grandfather wore
khaki clothes six days a week.
When they leave Namibia, Patrick and Ellen give a ride to both Blaauw and,
awkwardly, to the discarded Godfrey. When Godfrey will not engage in conversation
with Blaauw, the Afrikaner redirects his conversation to Ellen, who is delighted by his
stories and jokes—using a memorably pithy metaphor, Patrick/Galgut says that a “web of
white words passed between them” (136). When Godfrey gets out, Blaauw again insists
that he is not a racist: “In my book, black and white are the same. But some people are
kaffirs. And that was a kaffir back there.”14
Afterwards, the threesome stops to eat. During the meal that Patrick, Ellen, and
Godfrey eat at the German restaurant early in the book, Patrick and Godfrey eat steak,
while Ellen, who has just become a vegetarian, orders a salad. Now she asks for a steak,
saying that she craves protein. After Ellen has eaten the underdone steak, Patrick notices
“a thin line of blood on her teeth” (137). In the context of this discussion, the small detail
of Ellen’s lapsed vegetarianism signifies her return to the values of the farm and the
violences performed there. Ellen’s choice not to eat meat was a life-affirming one in
terms of Patrick’s earlier reflections of farm butchery: “All of this death to support
human life: the flesh goes into our bodies, to keep us alive, to keep us going” (25). But
Blaauw unsurprisingly endorses the reversal of her decision, saying, “We weren’t meant
to eat vegetables. Man is a hunter by instinct. A killer. The world is a jungle . . .” (137).
14

In South Africa, “kaffir” is an extremely derogatory term for a black person.
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Here Blaauw is espousing cultural violence, which makes direct and structural violence
“look right”; this is in sharp violation of the Gandhian principles of “unity-of-life” and
“unity-of-means-and-ends” that Galtung espouses are necessary for a peaceful society
(“Cultural” 302).
As soon as Blaauw has tendered this murderous advice—in the same paragraph, in
fact—he invites Patrick to visit his farm, on which he has “cows, sheep, goats. And pigs”
(137). He reiterates, “I have pigs.” When Blaauw invites them to spend that night at his
farm to break their trip, he promises that he will serve them breakfast—the reader of Pigs
is unlikely to have forgotten the violence necessary to procure a farm breakfast.
As they re-enter South Africa, Blaauw pounds his fist against his chest, and
“fierce[ly]” proclaims, “I love this country” (138)—Ellen enthusiastically affirms this
sentiment, even as a police dog “snarl[s] savagely” at them. On the book’s last half-page,
Blaauw assures Ellen that she will like his farm. Again she happily agrees. The book
concludes with another image of Ellen and Blaauw’s complicity in violence: she leans
her head in to the lighter that Blaauw tenders for her cigarette. To Patrick, this looks like
a “tiny red explosion” (138), evocative of the “tiny star of blood” (81), the “delicate red
droplet” (82), and the “rich little flower” left on the sidewalk after Lovell was dispatched
while sharing a cigarette with a friend.
Like the screaming of pigs, these petite images of the proof of Lovell’s death are
paradoxically couched as beautiful. But there is a more gross vision that is associated
with the killing; this is a parallel between the slaughter of the pigs and Lovell’s
assassination. When Patrick locates and visits the site where Lovell was murdered, he
sees opposite him a butchery window in which “red carcasses hung in a row . . . There
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was a pig, dangling upside down, and [he] thought of [his] grandfather’s farm” (84). He
recollects the man who kills the pigs and “the torrent of slimy guts”; he is “[o]ffended by
the memory” of “those nude, hanging bodies.” Further consolidating and complicating
this association, Lovell’s funeral evokes for Patrick other deaths in the novel—
Malcolm’s, Lappies’s, Oupa’s, the old pighand Jonas’s, and that of the SWAPO soldier
he “might or might not have killed on the border” (124). Realizing the associations of the
violences with these characters, and his own implication with them, Patrick ponders his
complicity in Lovell’s death. “Did I shoot Andrew Lovell?” he asks himself. “Yes, I
thought, I did it. But also: No, because I am him.”
As Patrick examines this implication, he processes his split identity: “[It] was as if
there were two selves at war in me, two different people with a past and a mind that had
nothing to do with mine,” he says. This schism, reminiscent of Pieter van Vlaanderen’s,
“ran through [him], through [his] life, down to a place where [his] life joined with other
lives” (124).
“Down” here is also south towards Malmesbury, which is now, for Patrick, an
unwelcome journey: “In front of us, empty and cold, the road travelled on towards
home,” the novel’s last line reads (138). Perry Nodelman and Mavis Reimer argue that a
“home/away/home” pattern is prevalent in children’s literature; in many stories,
characters move “to a place they don’t yet know” (198). What results “typically
involve[s] a series of confrontations with the new and strange in which main characters
learn to understand both the new things and themselves better. If there is a return home at
the end, it is no longer really the same place.” Christopher Clausen, on whose work
Nodelman and Reimer draw, observes the presence of the trope in literature more
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generally and distinguishes between its presence in texts for children and for adults. His
belief is that “ ‘[w]hen home is the chief place from which we must escape, either to
grow up or . . . to remain innocent, then we are involved in a story for adolescents or
adults’ ” (qtd. in Nodelman and Reimer). It is the former, Nodelman and Reimer argue,
that defines a story for adults. Pigs is an example of this pattern.
But, Nodelman and Reimer point out, the home/away paradigm is problematic to
poststructuralists because it reinforces the binaries that preclude “ ‘wholeness,
interdependence, and relationship’,” (anonymous reader qtd. in Nodelman and Reimer
202). These may be paralleled with the Gandhian “unity-of-life” that cannot be
reconciled with the Manichaeism of patriarchy, racism, and colonialism.
Ellen, it is clear, follows a home/away/home path on this trip. She leaves South
Africa, goes to Namibia, and returns “home” with joyous relief. But as much as Ellen’s
story endorses the home/away/home motif in literature, it also undermines it; the trip has
realigned her with the direct, structural, and personal violences of apartheid. She changes
only in her relinquishing the modicum of self-liberation that she has achieved from her
Afrikaner farm background and her structurally violent marriage to a hypermasculine,
rugby-loving, gun-toting hunter. But Ellen’s casting off of Godfrey, her speedy
consumption of a bloody steak, her promising partnership with Dirk Blaauw and their
conversation in the car, suggest that despite her exploratory forays, she is again
comfortable with the apartheid enterprise—this is especially disturbing because if Ellen
has achieved anything over the years, it is agency.
Patrick too moves home/away/home during the novel. He goes through “new
experiences that lead to a new and better understanding of what home and oneself should
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be” (Nodelman and Reimer 198); while away, Patrick becomes more secure in his
political convictions and somewhat comes to terms with hypermasculinity. A corollary of
this is that for him now, home is neither better nor safer, but more frightening, more
oppressive, more violent, than he had ever understood it before the trip to Namibia and
the death of Lovell. Though he is returning home, he is entering one of the “other kinds
of exile” (Pigs 134) that he knows can substitute for physical ones. For this reason, it is
unsurprising that Patrick declares his intention to move out of Ellen’s “home” on his
return to South Africa. Galgut, then, through Ellen and Patrick’s responses to the trip
away from home, both co-opts the home/away/home genre and destabilizes it by showing
its unpredictability. In terms of Nodelman and Reimer’s argument that we should be wary
of binaries like home/away/home, Galgut’s use of the pattern allows no such consistent
dualism; in this sense, it is in keeping with the poststructural ethos of postcolonialism.
In this light, I give pause to consider another context defined by the home/away/home
paradigm—competitive sport. The home court is the reassuringly familiar one, and the
home fans are those who can be relied on to endorse a team. A home game affords its
team an advantage, as it did for the 1995 Springboks in the Rugby World Cup. And home
is where a team returns to safety, glorious or shamed, after a dangerous encounter with
the “other” (team) in a hostile environment. I make this point, indeed the connection, not
merely in order to identify similar operative schemas, but to complicate our
understanding of competitive sports like rugby. With their definitive distinctions between
self and “other,” and between “home” and “away,” it seems that the literal and
metaphoric structures of organized sport reinforce the dualistic thinking that
poststructuralist, postmodernists, postcolonialists et al, identify as implicated with
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structural and cultural violences. It is beyond the scope of this study to explore this issue
in greater depth, but the idea does support the notion that a sport can be metonymic of
direct, structural, and cultural violences and the conditions that precipitate them.
Back to discussion of the novel. Critics other than Nodelman and Reimer have noted
that colonial and postcolonial literature, like the home/away/home trope, typically
incorporate a protagonist’s encounter with strangers, usually a “cross-cultural” one that is
often the result of a journey—an example, Margaret Cezair-Thompson suggests, is
Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, in which passage up the Congo River affords
Marlow meetings with otherness. In postcolonial texts, she points out, a major artery
facilitates the trip; it may also be a railroad or river, as in Conrad’s text, but is often also a
road, as in Ben Okri’s The Famished Road (1991).
“The road,” Cezair-Thompson points out, “has had a long, conspicuous life as a
symbol of literature about Africa . . .” (33); it facilitated colonial access and it was
“concurrent with the colonialist writer’s attempts at inscribing his or her own definitions
upon what was perceived to be a mute continent” (33-34). As such, “postcolonial writing
has tended to reconfigure this symbol—roads and roadmaking—as part of a crippling
colonialist legacy” (34). That Galgut wants us to read it this way is suggested at the
beginning of the novel, where, on their arrival in Windhoek, Patrick says that by making
this trip, he and his mother, though in a car rather than an ox wagon, are “[p]erforming in
miniature the more historic trek of colonial pioneers . . . ” (Pigs 38).
Conclusion
Finally, the novel achieves representation of another but related “crippling” legacy,
that of the complicity of the white South African. Some came to feel suffocated by their
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shame and struggled to find the courage and means to escape physically and
metaphorically, and for many, like Patrick, such release for a long time proved elusive in
recognition and articulation. When Patrick meets Lovell’s girlfriend, he experiences a
constipation of expression, “a confession straining to be made, but it couldn’t come out”
(117). Had it emerged, he says, it might have read something like:
[Y]our lover who died was all that I’ll never be. Though I strain and I
beat, my efforts are muffled, my cries are eaten by silence. I have longed
for a way to vent my country from me, to bawl it out of my head. Andrew
Lovell was my other impossible self.
This, though it still indicates a painfully bifurcated psyche, constitutes a cognitive if
not practical renunciation of apartheid and South African nationalism, and the multiple
and unmitigated violences with which this novel, through its technique of association,
implicates it. Appropriately in the context of this dissertation, then, one indication of
Patrick’s prospects for eventual release from the associated demons of South African
men, rugby, and the military is expressed by Galgut through a sport metaphor: “[T]he
sun was resting on the horizon, a ball on a flat line” (122). At this point in the game, the
“dangerous shape” hurled “hissing” by Patrick’s father earlier in the novel demands
nothing of him (13). Because Patrick has moved beyond literal and metaphorical
boundaries, his fears of men and their balls can perhaps rest too.
In this regard, Karl De Man, protagonist of Behr’s Embrace, is less lucky.
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CHAPTER FOUR
“HOW DO YOU SOLVE A PROBLEM LIKE MARIA?”
MARK BEHR’S EMBRACE, “BOY,” AND “ESPRIT DE CORPS”
The [Drakensberg Boys] Choir School, set on a 100 acre estate, draws its
inspiration from the idyllic environment of the Champagne Valley, Central
Drakensberg World Heritage Site, which is filled, daily, with the sound of
young boys singing, surely one of the purest expressions of musical
delights in the world . . . (Drakensberg Boys Choir School website)
Yet school was fascinating: each day seemed to bring new revelations of
the cruelty and pain and hatred raging beneath the every day surface of
things. What was going on was wrong, he knew, should not be allowed to
happen; and he was too young, too babyish and vulnerable, for what he
was being exposed to. (J. M. Coetzee Boyhood 139)
By the grace of all the gods I hope to not again feel the compunction to
write anything as claustrophobic or indeed as personally distressing as
Embrace. (Mark Behr in an interview with Andrew van der Vlies 5)
Introduction
There may be “no sound on earth like that of a pig dying” (Pigs 26), but in Mark
Behr’s Embrace, slaughter, though perhaps a compelling sight, is also hideous:
Jonas held the ram’s horns, bending its neck backwards while Boy and
Bokkie held on to its twitching feet. Its eyes, bulging big and glassy,
blinked rapidly. Then it struggled one more time, threw its horns from side
to side. Bok brought the silver blade down onto the jugular—jutting and
bulging—and in an instant—as the blade was jerked across—blood
spurted in a thick jet onto the sand. Within seconds the fountain turned
first to little spurts from different veins, then to trickles running down the
velvety brown hide. The blood curdled, made knots and blotches in the
sand. You could pick it up—like soft pebbles that disintegrated with a
slight rub. Then the cutting up began. This part for our biltong. That part
for the kraal. (280-81)
One of the shortest chapters in Behr’s epic-length Embrace (12 of Part III), this
paragraph is inconsequential in terms of the novel’s plot, but it is important thematically.
Here, as in Paton’s and Galgut’s texts, slaughter is an incisive metaphor for many
violences. Behr’s representation of the killing as an act of cooperation and the carving
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and distribution of the meat, also convey the diffusion of complicity in various kinds of
violence, including cultural violence—after all, using meat for food makes killing
animals look right, or at least not wrong.
This chapter uses close reading and a variety of theoretical approaches to show how
the pattern established by Paton, validated and developed by Galgut, persists in Embrace.
Like Galgut, Behr uses rugby to critically scrutinize South African masculine identity. In
this text, affinity for the sport is one of the signs of commitment to apartheid and its white
masculinity, including willingness to perpetuate the patriarchy. As a corollary, the
protagonist’s dislike of rugby predicts his defection from apartheid masculinity and the
system itself. Because rugby here functions as a literary marker, and thus a metonym, it is
implicated with all the violences of apartheid society with which hegemonic masculinity
is associated in this and the preceding texts. Of the novels already discussed, this tome
offers the most complex representations of the relationships between rugby, masculinity,
and Afrikaner nationalism, and the concepts of loyalty and treason that accompany them.
Multiple violences that are direct (corporal punishment and war, for example), structural
(racism and homophobia, for example), and cultural (flags and anthems, for example) are
represented in this text, and some are explored in this section of my study. The chapter
also uses Behr’s short story “Esprit de Corps” (2009) to develop discussion of violence in
Embrace, to examine complicity in violence, and to do these within the framework of
rugby. The huge indictment of South African hegemonic masculinity and nationalism that
is Embrace is supported by Behr’s short story, “Boy,” which I discuss here too.
Set in the 1970s, Embrace recounts fourteen-year-old Karl De Man’s painful attempts
to establish his identity within homophobic apartheid South African society. While it
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contains abundant flashbacks replete with memories, the book’s immediate time is the
period during which Karl is enrolled at a boys’ singing academy in “the mountain country
of the dragon” (3); for much of the time, the boys are practicing for a high-profile end-ofyear concert in Durban and a trip to Europe during which they will perform Beethoven’s
Missa Solemnis.
Though yet inconsistently, Karl is becoming suspicious of apartheid and
concomitantly of its codes of thought and behavior, and he becomes plagued by sexual
and political ambiguity once he reaches adolescence. This complex and layered text, in
which Karl’s psyche, like a rugby ball itself, is thrown, seized, and kicked by competing
forces within and without, explores the dynamics of subject(ivity) construction and
recognizes something akin to the process described by Karen Coats. She holds that
subjectivity “is more than identity—it is a movement between that which we control and
that which controls us” (5). The novel is a disturbing one in many ways, but in large part
because of Karl’s sexual activities and proclivities—he has been intimate with an older
female cousin, a girlfriend, and is, in the course of the novel, sexually and emotionally
involved with another boy of his own age at the school, Dominic Webster, and with his
choir master, Jacques Cilliers. He is also shown as a participant in an act of bestiality
with a sheep and near the end of the novel recalls an incident in early childhood during
which he took hold of an adult black man’s penis. Karl’s emerging sexual orientation
suggests that he is gay. As Steven Bruhm and Natasha Hurley point out, “[p]eople panic
when [a child’s] sexuality takes on a life outside the sanctioned scripts of child’s play.
And nowhere is this panic more explosive than in the field of the queer child . . . whose
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play confirms neither the comfortable stories of child (a)sexuality nor the supposedly
blissful promises of adult heteronormativity” (ix).
Throughout the book, Karl’s situations shift shape in response to each other and to the
text’s other machinations in order to destabilize and interrogate notions of innocence and
experience, power and knowledge, right and wrong. For this reason, the book is also
disquieting for its representations of agency and the way that the child employs it—it
appears to be Karl who successfully initiates the affair with the adult Jacques, confusing
the reader as to whether or not the relationship is exploitative. Further, when questioned
by the headmaster about his and Jacques’s sexual contact, Karl denies that this was
molestation, thinking that “[t]here was nothing to fear from Jacques. Never” (665). As
such, it is Karl’s relationship with Jacques that is the most daring with regard to
representation and also the most culturally challenging, because, as Bruhm and Hurley
say, “Whatever paradoxes may present themselves in the cultural and psychoanalytic
fantasies surrounding children and their sexuality, there is one aspect of this fantasy that
officially brooks no exceptions whatsoever: that sex between a child and an adult,
regardless of the gender of either party, is inevitably traumatic and debilitating for the
child” (xxii). Further, “ ‘[w]hereas sex between children has a democratic air around it,
according to [Kate] Millett, ‘conditions between adults and children preclude any sexual
relationship that is not in some way exploitative’.” However, they say, “the history of
ideas about intergenerational sex and the idea of remembering one’s personal experiences
of intergenerational sex are often much more complicated than we have allowed
ourselves to think” (xxiii). Such difficulties pervade Embrace.
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To some extent, the end of the book resolves some of these: indicting Jacques, it
reveals that he has already had a sexual relationship with at least one other boy, Steven
Almeida, who had to leave the school as a result, thus relinquishing a promising music
career. In terms of Johan Galtung’s theory, this renders Almeida the victim of violence,
which causes the gap “between what could have been and what is” (“Violence” 168).
Karl’s recognition of his homosexuality and defection from apartheid occur outside
the novel’s space and time. This renders the book’s last section poignantly ironic as Karl,
hoping to resolve his conflicts, temporarily but fervently re-embraces apartheid.
Much of Embrace constitutes thinly veiled autobiography: Behr’s own middle name
is Carl, and he attended the Drakensberg [“Dragon Mountains”] Boys’ Choir School
himself during the 1970s. Karl and Behr play(ed) the position of lock on the school rugby
team. After boarding school, both move(d) to Durban for high school. Like his paternal
grandfather, Karl/Behr’s father was a game ranger, and, despite increasing tension
between father and son over the boys’ increasingly apparent “gender trouble,” a love of
nature and the bush functions as a bond between them. As did Behr, Karl, most of the
time, wants to be a writer. Karl and Behr are/were tormented by hegemonic masculinity
and its codes, indeed by apartheid and its violences, which included homophobia. In the
novel, Karl suffers from an unidentifiable allergy; this may be read as a metaphor for his
and Behr’s own adverse response to a society that is pathologically uncomfortable for
him.
Behr, who is the same age as Damon Galgut, was born in Arusha, Tanzania (then
Tanganyika) to an English-educated father and an Afrikaner mother. The family farmed
there, but in the face of Julius Nyerere’s policy of land nationalization, they fled and re-
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established themselves in South Africa. The flight from Tanzania and the traumatic loss
of the farm is a governing mythology in the Behr family, one that influenced their politics
and made them more fearful of the possibility of a black government in South Africa.
Behr’s immediate family never fully recovered financially from the loss of the farm; the
accompanying financial pressure would later have profound consequences for him. Once
in South Africa, the family came to identify as patriotic Afrikaners; except for the first
two years of elementary school in a bilingual institution and another two at the
Drakensberg Boys’ Choir School, Behr was educated in Afrikaans-medium schools. Like
many young white South African men, Behr served in the South African Defence Force
after high school and became a junior officer in the Marines. At that time, the Angolan
War was intense, and the traumatic training and combat in which he participated and was
complicit, and the events that he witnessed, have indelibly influenced his work. This is a
preoccupation in his first novel, The Smell of Apples (published in Afrikaans in 1993 and
in English in 1995).
After military service, Behr, like the fictional Pieter van Vlaanderen, attended the
University of Stellenbosch. Committed to a university education but stressed by financial
pressures, Behr, with little soul-searching, accepted an offer from an uncle in the
apartheid security forces—his tuition would be paid in exchange for his infiltration into
and monitoring of a group of left-wing radical students on the Stellenbosch campus. He
was now effectively a minor spy for the state. As he became closer to the students
involved, read more widely, and became influenced by a number of liberal Stellenbosch
academics, his political views shifted, and he turned double agent in the service of the
African National Congress, the influential anti-apartheid organization that would assume
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power with the advent of multiracial democracy in 1994. His radicalization at
Stellenbosch also gave him the confidence to come to terms with his gay identity, which
had been sublimated in the face of South African orthodox and hegemonic masculinity.
Behr’s postgraduate education has deeply influenced his writing. He studied and
taught at the International Peace Research Institute of Oslo, in Norway, an institution
founded by, among others, Johan Galtung. Masters degrees in International Peace
Studies, Fiction Writing, and English Literature from Notre Dame University followed;
while at Notre Dame he studied with Johan Buttegieg, translator of Antonio Gramsci’s
Prison Notebooks.
Apples’s success and timing, and Behr’s increasing abhorrence of metaphorically
inhabiting a closet of any kind, led to his 1996 confession of his spying. This was greeted
with a spectrum of responses, ranging from acceptance to revulsion. The latter has been
mitigated by time and the clear anti-apartheid ethos of his work, but still occasionally
surfaces to plague him; it was likely one of the reasons for Embrace’s mixed reviews.
In another novel, Kings of the Water (2009), and in short stories and essays, Behr has
continued to interrogate a personal and South African national past and present,
constructions and performances of gender, especially masculinity, and the related issues
of nationalism and militarization. References to rugby appear most sustainedly in
Embrace, but occur frequently in his work in support of the themes that preoccupy him.
Several of these themes, we will come to see, relate to Karl’s last name, De Man. In
this form in Dutch and German, it means “of man,” evoking the line “The Child is father
of the Man” (7) from William Wordsworth’s 1802 poem, “My Heart Leaps Up When I
Behold.” The line pithily conveys the cycle of generational continuity and, if read in the
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context of South African literature, the passing of patriarchy’s mantle. The name also
invites tweaking—adding one letter to make it “die man” would change its meaning to
“the man” in Afrikaans. This is painful for Karl, as when, in Afrikaans, the dreaded
schoolmaster Mr. Buys asks, “When are you going to live up to your name?” (157). For a
child struggling with the bad fit of hegemonic masculinity and the self-betrayal of
performing it, the name becomes ironic.
And, in a literary context, the name “De Man,” uncommon in South Africa, cannot but
evoke that of literary critic Paul De Man (1919-1983), who, more than any other
preceding theorist, was committed to practicing what Jacques Derrida came to call
deconstruction, the poststructural recognition of a double helix of meaning in texts and in
life. Given the pointer of Karl’s last name, Embrace constitutes a deconstruction of South
African white masculinity; it is a dissection in the sense of precisely picking something
apart in order to identify its components and their function as a system. The Belgian, who
had tried to flee his country during its occupation during World War II, immigrated to the
United States, where, by challenging existing theoretical methods at the highest level, he
became a critical star. But after his death, anti-Semitic writings suggesting his complicity
with the Hitler regime surfaced to detract from reverence for his work. In this there is a
poignant parallel with Behr’s own life; as Behr recognizes in his “Faultlines” speech, the
one in which he confessed publically to his spying, the reception of his work and its ethos
would never again be devoid of suspicion, never evaluated for its own sake.
As Behr’s statement in this chapter’s epigraph reveals, Embrace reflects a consuming
personal project. Deep in the novel, in a metafictional aside, he even states what kind: he
refers to the book as his “inventory of consciousness” (250). This is worthy of comment
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in a theoretical context. In Orientalism, Edward Said attempts to explain how he himself
“was led to a particular course of research and writing” (1997).1 In doing so, he draws on
Gramsci, noting the Italian’s assertion that “ ‘[t]he starting-point of critical elaboration is
the consciousness of what one really is and is “knowing thyself” as a product of the
historical process to date, which has deposited in you an infinity of traces, without
leaving an inventory’ ” (my emphasis 2010).2 Said then points out that Gramsci’s text in
the original Italian, though it was never translated into the English version, “concludes by
adding, ‘therefore it is imperative at the outset to compile such an inventory’ ” (my
emphasis). Given Behr’s complicated past, and that the book was written during a period
of critical self-confrontation, Embrace may be read as such a stock-taking; this explains
features like the book’s numerous lists, citations from literature, music, the Bible, and
pop culture, as well as its stream-of-consciousness passages. To see Embrace as a
deliberate project of cataloging in a Gramscian and Saidian sense also endorses Coats’s
idea that “a child in a literate society has a radically text-based subjectivity” (33)—
Embrace often mentions the scores of texts that Karl reads.
Behr’s self-assigned task, then, is to take stock of himself as a heavily interpellated
white South African Afrikaner-identifying male during apartheid. The text’s overarching
question is “What made/makes a boy or a man?” and especially, what made a white
(Afrikaner) boy during that period? Because it examines such concerns, Embrace is
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“worldly” in the Saidian sense; it has a “sensuous particularity as well as historical
contingency” (“World” 39).3
The World of the School and the School Story
Another kind of “worldliness” is also important here—the world of the school. The
Drakensberg Boys Choir School is one of Embrace’s most important worlds. Founded in
the 1960s, the prestigious private boarding school is located in the Berg’s idyllic
Champagne Castle Valley in Natal. It offers vocally talented boys a rigorous academic
education, sports, including rugby, other extracurricular activities, as well as choir
training and performance. The choir, which regularly performs for the public in the
school’s pitch-perfect auditorium and tours locally and abroad, is considered a regional
and national treasure and an ambassadorial corps. Once open only to white students, it
now enrolls boys of all races; nevertheless, it still identifies as a Christian institution and
adheres to its dual-medium approach of teaching in English and Afrikaans.
I visited the school in June 2008 to do research for this project and attended one of the
choir’s concerts; as is typical, there was not an empty seat. This was, surely, a different
choir to that in which Behr performed in the 1970s—a rainbow of races appeared for the
show’s first half in the same white frilly bibs and azure vests that they have always worn,
but, during the second half, the boys wore short kaftans in the colors of the new South
African flag, as well as gumboots that free them to perform a version of African dance.
Even as the beginning of the concert was European and Christian music, its second half
privileged African music with drumming and dance. While Behr’s writing relates the
emotional and physical self-control needed by the choristers in order for them to avoid
3
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the corporal punishment that was the penalty for even a slight shift or twitch onstage, in
the second half of the concert that I saw, the boys were released from their staunch stance
in favor of more expressive movement. It even seems that some level of improvisation
has penetrated the repertoire; this would parallel the relaxation of repression in the South
African macrocosm.4 Nevertheless, I was astounded by how much, in 2008, the school
still seemed unchanged from the one represented in Embrace. My impression was
confirmed when the Head Boy welcomed the audience and told us about the students’
demanding schedule; again and again—beyond even drawing laughter— he remarked
how frequently and with how much passion the boys play rugby.
In processing the role of the school while reading Behr’s work, the central
propositions of several important theorists come to mind. One of these is Gramsci, for
whom “[t]he school as a positive educative function, and the courts as a repressive and
negative educative function, are the most important State activities . . .” (258).
Louis Althusser develops this idea. His explanation of the dynamics of interpellation
relies on two terms with which he is now identified: “repressive State apparatus[es]” and
“ideological State apparatus[es]” (1489). “Repressive State Apparatuses” (RSAs), which
operate through “violence” (Althusser 1489), work in tandem with multiple “Ideological
State Apparatuses” (ISA’s) like religious institutions, the school, the family, and sport to
hail subjects to an ideology. Althusser asserts that the “educational ideological
apparatus” is the most “dominant” of all ISAs (1493). Part of the reason for this, he
explains, is that no other ISA has all “the children in the capitalist social formation, eight
hours a day for five or six days out of seven” (1495). The significant amount of time a
4
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child is at school, he contends, is spent being inculcated with the cosmology of the ruling
class. To compound the interpellating role of the school in Karl’s life, his, as a boarding
facility, has twenty-four hour access to its “audience”; further, it is a home away from
home, with faculty and staff as parents in loco. Therefore, if the values of home and
school do not correlate, clashes between parents and school authorities may occur, as in
Embrace when Dominic’s parents back his refusal to submit to corporal punishment or to
apologize to a teacher who has insulted him.
Foucault’s thinking is also relevant to this discussion. Although he does not use
Althusser’s terms, he sees an indicting connection between the presiding philosophies of
the management and function of the RSAs and the ISAs—that of punitiveness as the
overarching method of making a modern subject conform. He identifies a “carceral
continuum” (1639) that, conflating the grossest and mildest perceived deviances, renders
every agency of the social body, whatever its declared intent, an instrument of
surveillance, penalty, and normalization. Behr suggests a similar gulag: the school’s
letter-writing rooms are “silent cells” (92), and the offices of Karl’s psychologist, Dr.
Taylor, look to Karl “[l]ike the passages of a hospital” (250). Later, Karl and Dominic’s
return to school after a Parents’ Weekend is “the return to prison” (654), and when the
boys leave the school, it looks like “an enormous abandoned prison cell; an army
barracks . . .” (704).
Bruhm and Hurley point out that an important characteristic that Foucault mentions
“is the way institutions endeavored to separate boys from each other at school for fear
that they would engage in sexual contact” (xv). As a corollary, Reimer points out, “[a]
primary product of [Foucault’s] disciplinary society is the subject who . . . participates in
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his own subjection” (211). “For Foucault,” she notes, “this subject is produced through
panoptic surveillance, which he understands not as a state in which one is constantly
observed, but rather as a state of ‘conscious and permanent visibility’ in which one is sure
one might be seen at any time.” And, “[t]he school . . . is an important site for the
exercise of such surveillance.” Embrace bears this out as when Karl, restricted in
movement for his activities with Jacques, “felt sure he was under surveillance. Eyes were
on him . . .” (682).
Because schools are important actors on a child’s subjectivity, stories set in schools
are abundant in literature. Research on the school story in children’s literature reveals
three important issues that are relevant to this discussion. First, though school stories
often manifest a poignant nostalgia for the fun of school life, schools are not always
represented as pleasant places. Reimer says that while “[c]riticism of schools as places of
injustice, unhappiness and coercion have featured in narratives from the beginning of the
genre,” they have done so relatively infrequently (224). But Kenneth Kidd endorses
Beverly Lyon Clark’s observation that there are “darker incarnations of the [school story]
genre” (217) in the twentieth century, especially in those texts that are “decidedly adult,
‘more critical of school, more cynical, sardonic, subversive . . . ’.” Embrace exemplifies
one of these.
A second interesting observation comes from Reimer, who sees a “tradition of
allegory that stands behind the school story” (209); for her these tales come to narrate
“the progress of the child through the ‘little world’ of the school towards the achievement
of successful adulthood in the ‘wide world’ of modern life” (209-10). She says that often
in boys’ school stories, this little system “is enclosed and self-sufficient, with conflicts
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resolved within the terms of that world” (212). This “small world” metaphor is, Reimer
says, “a rhetorical figure borrowed from allegory . . . that asserts that a school is a
complete and circumscribed system, but [also one] that implies the correspondence of the
school system to ‘world’ systems on other scales and levels” (211).
Embrace’s representation of the school is consistent with Reimer’s argument. The
heavily Christian Nationalist institution constructs for itself the metaphor of the nation, as
is evident in the principal Mr. Mathison’s pre-tour instruction to the boys: “ ‘Behave
yourselves like citizens. Patriots who have earned the right to be in one of the best boys’
music schools in the world’ ” (8). The school has its own currency, “Hills,” and emulates
and reinforces apartheid South Africa’s dual language structure. Repressive as South
Africa itself, the school censors correspondence and sanctions its citizens with harsh
bodily acts. Behr’s most sardonic representation of the school as a microcosm of the
country, and its view of itself as such, happens when Mathison confronts Karl, whom he
catches sneaking back into the school using the key that Jacques had given him. The
headmaster delivers the following injunction: “ ‘Tell me the truth. It is the truth that will
set you free’ ” (669). This is an anachronistic and ironic representation of one of the
promotional mottos of South Africa’s postapartheid Truth and Reconciliation
Commission. And, just as the country must keep reproducing the conditions of
production, especially through the procuring of recruits to defend it, so the school, even
while it is preparing the country’s fresh initiates, must replenish its choir (boys’ voices
change) as well as its sports teams. This representation makes sense in terms of Reimer’s
perception that it is possible that “the capacity of school stories . . . for ‘conveying and
producing meaning’ is tied to ideologies of the nation” (215). As such, “many important
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school stories are set against the backdrop of wars, which are often occasions for the
blatant performance of national identities and sometimes occasions for searching
inquiries into such ideological formations.”
An implication of the school’s representation as a nation with a related ideology is that
just as one can perform perfect citizenry, so can one be a traitor on multiple levels. One
of the scenes in Embrace that proves important to this study in this regard is that in which
Karl’s class is learning about the French Revolution with Ma’am Sanders. Dominic
proposes that there are similarities between the conditions leading to the revolution and
those in 1970s South Africa. Ma’am will not brook this possibility, but she will allow a
debate on the subject outside of class time; this will be called The French Revolution and
its Relevance to the Republic of South Africa in 1976. Dominic is selected to argue for
relevance, and Karl, because he is a fine debater, against. But Karl refuses to oppose
Dominic, and a Jewish boy, Mervyn Clemence-Gordon agrees to lead the argument
denying similarities—this is to the chagrin of the boys’ friend Bennie, an Afrikaner, who
does not respect Karl’s refusal and accuses Karl of allowing “an Englishman—a Jew—
[to] speak for” their team (204). Bennie calls Karl a “verraaier,” the Afrikaans word for
“traitor.”5 Karl is sensitive to this accusation: “What else might lie behind his words?
Was he speaking only about today’s class? Did he suspect or know something? Could he
possibly guess about Mr. Cilliers? . . . Was it possible that Almeida had said something
. . . about my treason?” (205). This scene in Embrace is a good example of what Kidd,
following Clark, says about school stories: they “foreground both peer codes of loyalty
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and the teacher-student struggle, offering a useful glimpse into ‘the intersections of
literature and pedagogy and the politics of schooling’ ” (216).
The “treason” to which Karl here refers is homosexual activity. This raises the third
issue with which school story theory proves helpful. A characteristic of the genre, Eric
Tribunella says, is its “homoeroticism, or homoaffectionalism” (458). He points out that
“[a]s single-sex institutions, boarding schools engender a range of same-sex relations,
from homosocial friendships to actual sexual explorations and romantic relationships
between boys”; for this reason homosexual references in school stories are frequent. In
terms of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s argument in Between Men, then, it seems that the
continuum between the cultural poles of heterosexuality and homosexuality is smoother
for schoolboys than it is for grown men. At the same time, though, schools’ “reputations
as ‘hot-beds of vice’ ” (459) did not go unnoticed by those who studied sex—Tribunella
notes that Havelock Ellis’s Sexual Inversion (1897) claims significant “evidence of ‘the
prevalence of homosexual and auto-erotic phenomena in public and private schools . . .’.”
As Tison Pugh and David Wallace point out, Clark argues that in some school stories,
“homoeroticism emerges . . . without much ado and is treated as ‘simply a stage in
adolescence’ . . . passing phases in a trajectory toward heterosexual marriage . . .” (273).
Even so, Tribunella notes, school stories manifest huge anxieties about homosexuality
and these are related in complex ways to those of constructions of masculinity. In this he
defers to Claudia Nelson’s scholarship of Tom Brown’s Schooldays, the touchstone novel
set at the mythological epicenter of rugby, Rugby School.
The impetus for Thomas Hughes’s penning of Tom is interesting in the context of this
study. It was, Tribunella says, “[w]ritten for the occasion of Hughes’s son’s impending
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departure for [Rugby] school” (457). It “serves not only as a warning to new schoolboys
about the difficulties of school life but also as a guide to negotiating its complex social,
political, and sexual dynamics.” The book is, then, a material product of support for
sport, but also of paternal anxiety; it is didactic and interpellative in its aim.
In Tom Brown, the protagonist, Tom, may be read allegorically “as the contested
middle ground in the moral struggle of the story, with the [effeminate and] pious Arthur
the representative of his better, spiritual nature” as opposed to the “bully Flashman [who
represents] Tom’s lower, material nature” (Reimer 213). This representation seems to
indict hypermasculinity in favor of affectiveness. Despite their dislocation in space and
time, it is possible to read Hughes’s 1857 novel and Behr’s of 2000 as parallel allegories;
in Embrace, effeminate and liberal Dominic would represent Karl’s more integrated and
ethical better, with the verkrampte (repressedly conservative) Lukas and Bennie, though
not as harshly presented as Flashman, as his more personally, structurally, and culturally
violent self.
But, even if the gentle effeminate boy is represented as more morally respectable than
the violent hypermasculine one, “ ‘Hughes’s anxiety seems to hover around the figure of
the feminized male’ ” (Donald Hall qtd. in Tribunella 471). Looking at Nelson’s work,
Tribunella notes that “Hughes’s novel does allude explicitly to specific anxieties about
sex between boys” (464), with a corollary concern about the nature of an acceptable
masculinity. Nelson extracts that “to be manly for Hughes meant an ‘androgynous blend
of compassion and courage, gentleness and strength, self-control and native purity’ ”
(468), and argues that in Tom “ ‘asexuality is an explicit and essential component of the
anti-masculine manliness [Hughes] upholds’.” This was because “ ‘[to] be sexually

168

incontinent by engaging in masturbation or nonprocreative sex is to risk one’s mind, by
being egocentric or narcissistic, and [one’s] soul, by engaging in sexual sins that
constitute moral corruption and lead to damnation’ ”; Nelson explains that “ ‘[f]or
Hughes it seems that the threat of the [effeminate] boys of pre-reform Rugby was not that
they might grow up homosexual, but that [they would be] introduced to sex in a context
in which purity and repression played no part . . .’ ” (464). Since Tom Brown, “the main
tradition of boys’ school stories [has] clearly functioned to create the gendered masculine
subject, a subject closely connected to national and imperial imaginaries” (Reimer 216).
Tribunella, following historian Matt Cook, notes that boys’ schools, especially
boarding schools like Rugby, were also important to constructions of masculinity because
they “removed boys from the influence of mothers and nurses and exposed them to
communities of other boys and male schoolmasters” (458); in terms of Bok’s banning of
Karl from food preparation in the home—“women’s work” (Embrace 387)—and the
cliché presented in “Boy,” going to school for a male meant being “[untied from] your
mother’s apron strings.” In terms of contemporary theory, though, the implications of this
are complicated. Sedgwick notes pervasive gender–based power struggles at play here: to
those who are effeminophobic, homophobic and misogynistic, “[m]others . . . have
nothing to contribute to [the] process of masculine validation, and women are reduced in
the light of its urgency to a null set: any involvement in it by a woman is
overinvolvement: any protectiveness is overprotectiveness . . .” ( “How” 144).
Masculinity in Embrace: “Pois[on]ed to Perform”
In her passionate polemic “How to Bring Your Kids Up Gay,” Sedgwick observes the
belief and practice of even purportedly gay-affirmative 1980s psychiatry and
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psychoanalysis that “ego-syntonic consolidation for a boy can come only in the form of
masculinity, given that masculinity can be conferred only by men . . . and given that
femininity in a person with a penis, can represent nothing but deficit and disorder . . .”
(144). This is a sophisticated and complex formulation of the idea that orthodox
masculinity constructions proscribe what Robert Brannon simplistically calls “sissy stuff”
(qtd. in Anderson 22). As explained earlier, this term stigmatizes that which is feminine
by conflating it with that which is childlike or cowardly; for this reason, as Eric
Anderson, following Michael Messner, explains, “men must . . . avoid at all cost emotion,
compassion, and the appearance of vulnerability, weakness, and fear” (23). Men who
manifest orthodox masculinity must also be “big wheel[s]” (22) and “top dog[s],”
claiming their dominance through recognized success and/or leadership of other men
(23). Further, they must remain stalwart in the face of physical and emotional challenge,
and show superior will and strength with the goal of vanquishing—they must be “sturdy
oak[s],” capable of “giving ’em hell” (22).
In demanding reliable and specific performance, these injunctions invite the
“stylization of the body” that Judith Butler argues produce gender (2501). Three points
constitute the crux of Butler’s observations about gender. First, gender is performative.
Second, its performance is repetitious, and third, performing gender is mandatory. She
says that “we regularly punish those who fail to do their gender right” (2500). One sure
way to “do” orthodox masculinity incorrectly is to display effeminacy.
Embrace protractedly explores gender performance, but Behr’s story, “Boy,” which
parallels Jamaica Kincaid’s “Girl” (1978), does so with intensity. Comprised of a cluster
of procedural imperatives, it is a detailed formula for performing the racist, homophobic,
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militarized hegemonic masculinity of apartheid South Africa, and its concomitant
hypocrisies. It is didactic in tone; the mandating voice is that of the father (as metonymic
of society), who has assumed responsibility for modeling hegemonic masculinity and
correcting perceived effeminacy in his son’s gender performance.
Some of the story’s injunctions are practical, instructions on how to do things that are
metonymic of the things men are required to be able to execute in a gendered society: to
hold an ax to fell a tree, or to hit a nail with a hammer, for example. A second kind
relates to how to handle women emotionally and physically. A third is how to relate to
self and others: for example, “Always be true to yourself” and “Let integrity be your
guiding light” (281). These are, of course, ironic in this context, in which the father is
instructing the son on how to perform masculinity so that the boy’s own nature—less
hypermasculinist—is obscured; there is no possibility that this son can acceptably live in
this society a way that Jean-Paul Sartre would call “authentically.” And fourth, “Boy”
tenders overt instructions on how to perform masculinity so that others perceive it as
such; as a corollary, there are instructions on how to avoid being seen as effeminate. The
narrative is unrelenting in communicating this: many disparaging words, including
“pansy,” “girly boy,” “sissy” (280), “poofter,” “fairy,” “queers,” and “faggot” (282) are
used in this brief tract to describe those males who, marked by femininity, are anathema
to “real” men. The story ends with the father’s frustrated disbelief at a signal that his
efforts have been a waste of time.
Embrace and “Boy” interact not only thematically, but also through language. For
example, Mathison, in telling Karl that the boy must keep his pact to remain silent about
the events at the school, says, “Remember, loose lips sink big ships” (679), a demand for

171

loyalty that also appears in “Boy” (281). Dr. Taylor tells Karl the same thing that the
father in “Boy” tells his son, which is to “roar like a lion” when he scrums during rugby
(Embrace 256).
The name “Taylor”—a version of that which signifies the profession of those who
fashion or alter clothes to achieve a good fit—is appropriate for one whose task is to
construct the masculinity of boys according to society’s hegemonic demands. Despite his
masquerading as an educational consultant, Dr. Taylor’s aim is to persuade his patients to
abandon behaviors that might detract from credible performance of apartheid
masculinity; he is committed to “a nongay outcome” (Sedgwick 145). As such, he is
firmly in the tradition of effeminophobic “helping” which Sedgwick finds so disturbing.
This goal is often also shared by the parents of “proto-gay” children (143); she notes
psychiatrist Richard Green’s comment that “ ‘[t]he rights of parents to oversee the
development of children is a long-established principle. Who is to dictate that parents
may not try to raise their children in a manner that maximizes the possibility of a
heterosexual outcome?’ ” (146). This is consistent with Bruhm and Hurley’s observation
that the child is always “project[ed] . . . into a heteronormative future” (xiv).
For both Richard C. Friedman and Green, the psychiatrists with whom Sedgwick takes
special issue, then, the first “developmental task of a male child or his parents and
caretakers is to get a properly male core gender identity in place” (Sedgwick 144). Dr.
Taylor’s project with Karl is similar, hence his insistence that Karl begin working with
him on a “programme of action” (256), which is formulated as follows: Karl is to desist
from writing plays and acting as a girl in drama productions; he is also to cease reciting
poetry and instead give attention to weight-lifting. He is to stop gesturing in conversation
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and adopt a deeper voice; he must also modify his elaborate handwriting. He is to avoid
effeminate boys like Dominic, but cleave to those who are “manly,” like Lukas. And,
Karl is “to go all the way in rugby— [he must] learn to be aggressive in the scrum . . .
know that the other team was out to hurt [him] and [he] should learn to hurt back—don’t
play dirty but play hard.” Dr. Taylor’s aim then, on Bok’s behalf, is to shear any “sissy
stuff” and to fashion Karl into a “big wheel,” a “sturdy oak,” who can “give ’em hell.”
Rugby: “My Game, My Motive—My Heart—Is Different . . .”
In Embrace and in “Boy,” playing rugby is a strong and frequent marker of hegemonic
masculinity; as a corollary it is a prime antidote for effeminate behavior. There is
evidence of this throughout the novel. For example, when Karl tells Bok that he wants to
study Latin and art at school, not accounting, Bok concedes, but says that Karl “must
balance it with rugby and sport” (393). Also Lukas, who is a fine rugby player, is going
on to school in Queenstown, where he expects “a bit of an ordeal at first, with everyone
thinking you were a pansy if you came from the Berg [Choir School]. But that would
pass once the rugby season started . . . ” (694).
A quick word about this boy: Lukas van Rensburg captains Karl’s school rugby team.
He is the youngest of three sons of a farmer of the Eastern Cape region and is heir to the
beautiful family farm; his brothers, Stellenbosch graduates in agriculture, own
neighboring farms. Displaying the Afrikaners’ deep connection to the land, especially the
farm, that I described in Chapter Three of this study, Lukas “loved this landscape like his
own life” (454). While visiting the farm, Karl notices that Lukas’s bedroom displays the
signs of a hypermasculine existence: pin-ups of girls (which suggest his heterosexuality,
or at least ability to perform it) and “mounted trophies of impala and kudu and two racks
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of shotguns” (452)—this boy is one who “play[s] with guns” (618). In a discussion Karl
and Lukas have while on the farm, Lukas spouts crude racism and tells Karl that his Dad
supports the Herstigte Nasionale Party. The birth of this right wing group, with an agenda
of even stricter apartheid than that promulgated by the ruling National Party, was
implicated with international rugby—the party splintered from the Nationalists in 1969 in
response to Prime Minister Verwoerd’s permission for Maoris to play on the 1970 New
Zealand rugby team that would tour South Africa. Lukas, then, apparently promises to
conform to Erving Goffman’s formula of hegemonic masculinity as tweaked to fit the
South African situation: this white, Afrikaner, Dutch Reformed boy with a commitment
to and record in sports, especially rugby, will grow up to be Stellenbosch-educated, a
farmer, likely married and a father. Lukas, who looks forward to going to the army,
appears set to perfectly perform apartheid Afrikaner masculinity and to manifest its
accompanying esprit de corps. These representations are interesting in that Lukas seems
to enjoy homosexual contact as much as his friends do—this may be teenage
experimentation, a passing phase, or it may suggest latent homosexual desires.
Karl enjoys rugby when he first plays it on the under-10 A-team of his Afrikaans
elementary school, but he feels jealous of his cousin James, who attends an Englishmedium school and plays soccer. To Karl, soccer seems “so much more civilised”; as
opposed to rugby, “you didn’t seem to get injured” (417). But he knows that “soccer [is]
an English sport and there was no way [he] was going to get to play.” While he “secretly
wished to go to an English school,” this was impossible: the De Mans “had now become
full-blooded Afrikaners . . . [So we] told James that soccer was a sissy sport.” With this
paragraph-long vignette, Behr shows that even in the mind of a nine-year-old white boy,
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Afrikaner nationalism is conflated with masculinity and rugby, both violent, and that
playing soccer would make him a “verrraier,” a traitor to those causes.
By the time he attends the school in the Berg, Karl, detests rugby but, in part because
he is physically large, he is not excused from playing it. He makes clear that he takes the
field only because it fortifies him against accusations that he is effeminate and a traitor;
he needs to escape the “poison darts” (404) of accusations of being a “sissy, naff, [or]
mof.” It was not only size that demanded his playing, though: “There were others codes
and expectations, real and imagined, imposed and self-imposed.” For Karl, that he had to
play rugby was “a fate [he] accepted”; he was “there only to be seen to be there” and “the
returns on [his] sacrifice were, [he] believed, infinite.”
As Karl describes playing in a school rugby game, Behr lays bare the homosociality of
the sport and its culture. During a game, the bonds between the male players are literal as
well as figurative—a rugby scrum necessitates team members’ gripping each other’s
bodies and supporting them in a specified strategic formation in order to win the ball. The
scrum is the epicenter of hypermasculinity and is a particular site of complicity,
especially if it is viewed as symbolic of male homosocial bonding and of patriarchy. In
scrums, the locks’ second-row power is vital—they support those in front to give the
formation its force. The locks’ specific strategy is to bind together and insert their heads
between the bodies of their team’s prop and hooker, thus sealing the formation.
Behr’s descriptions of the scrum’s physicality and sexuality are graphic:
As we went down, my left arm interlocked with Lukas’s right. We gripped
each other’s jerseys, went onto haunches and moved forward for our heads
to shove through the two gaps on either side of Bennie’s buttocks. My free
hand went through Radys’s legs . . . In the second before we heaved and
roared my wrist pressed against the soft mound of his penis and balls.
Each time we went down—even before—I anticipated the brutalisation of
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my ears rubbed against Radys’s outer thigh at vasskop [tighthead] prop to
my left, and, to my right, Bennie’s on hooker. There was the grinding of
cartilage, knuckles, the thudding of togs digging in, tearing at grass. Soil,
chalk. Huffing, puffing and groaning; the curses, the thrusting [and the
words]: Nou boys, nou manne! [Now boys, now men!] (403)
This might amuse Karl “were it not for [his] silent hatred of the entire enterprise,” which
involves “this tangle of limbs and aggression, of this smell of sweat and farts and shit and
repulsive male odours, the racket of elbows and knees, of soiled white shorts and bruised
grass”; of these, he “wanted no part.” He learns to dissociate: “The longer a game
progressed, the more automatic my participation, the less aware I became of my own
whereabouts. Something in my brain shut down . . ..” For him, the game’s score did not
matter; he “wanted off the field.” Paradoxically, then, it is from this position of literal and
figurative inclusion, where male contact is mandatory, that Karl confesses his loathing of
rugby and the culture of which it is metonymic: “My game, my motive—my heart—” he
says, “is different from theirs even as I engage in theirs, even as I function within the
rules of this savage sport” (403-404).
Significantly, when Karl hears over the car radio that Soweto is burning, he is in the
process of removing his rugby uniform after a game. This suggests that while he is still
implicated in rugby and all it represents, he is beginning to divest himself of his
association with the sport. On stripping his socks, he bravely sniffs at his foul-smelling
footgear. This microgesture predicts a nascent willingness to confront his complicity,
which, for Behr himself, began a process that would result in the narrative that is
Embrace.
In Embrace, representations of rugby focus primarily on the school team rather than
the town, provincial, or national teams as in Phalarope, or the domestic sphere, as in
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Pigs. Nevertheless, there are allusions to rugby in the macrocosm. For example, in one
scene in which Bok confronts Karl, purportedly about his behavior in school and his bad
grades, but in essence about the relationship between these and his unwillingness or
inability to perform masculinity, Behr depicts Karl preferring to read a letter from
Dominic than to watch a rugby match on television with the family. Karl resists “the
ridiculous” (226) game, but finally succumbs to align himself—physically and, for the
moment, ideologically—on the sofa with his family.
The esteem accorded to the Springboks is also apparent: when Bok takes Springbok
rugby captain Tommie Bedford on a wildlife photography jaunt, Karl says that “[i]t was a
thrill to meet him and to have our photographs taken with him . . .” (168); Karl knows
that “[p]eople like the Bedfords were called VIPs . . ..”
In this context, then, it is significant that Karl’s parents are known to him as “Bok”
and “Bokkie” (“Buck” and “Little Buck” in Afrikaans). These monikers, initially
apparently affectionate, are appropriate here because Bok is a game ranger. Nevertheless,
given white South African commitment to the Springboks or “Bokke,” it is impossible to
dissociate Karl’s parents’ names from the symbol of the animal that signified apartheid
South Africa’s national sports teams, air force, national airline, railways, and which
appeared on its coat of arms. In the case of Embrace, then, it is fair to suggest that, as
Jacques Lacan says, “it is in the name of the father that we must recognize the support of
the symbolic function which, from the dawn of history, has identified his person with the
figure of the law” (Lacan’s emphasis qtd. in Segal 84).
The “name of the father” in this text, “Bok,” is one reason that I recognized the
possibility of examining it through a Lacanian lens, but two other aspects of the book’s
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plot and characterization also dispose it to such a reading. One is the father’s threat to
castrate and/or murder the child, and another the mother’s role in exacerbating the tension
that leads to the castration threat. I will discuss all three, but before doing so, I offer a
brief recap of a concept central in Lacan’s work, the phallus.
For Lacan, “the phallus” is not a physical penis, but is symbolic of a/the instrument
and locus of power and privilege in a society. Citing Bruce Fink, Coats explains that the
phallus “is ‘the signifier of that which is worthy of desire, of that which is desirable’ ”
(100), and she asserts that it “is on the side of the masculine Symbolic” in Western
cultures because “those things that are desirable and hence occupy the position of the
phallus (e.g. power, capital, sex) tend only to be accessible to and through the masculine
position” (101). For this reason, she says, “[t]he Symbolic phallus is important to the
construction of masculinity” (100). She notes that “[a] person has masculine or feminine
structure according to how he or she is situated with respect to the Name of the Father”
(99), which is also closely associated with the “the law of the father.” This idea, related to
that of the “phallic order,” describes the authoritative body of social convention
represented and overseen by the Symbolic father, who sternly regulates and normatizes
behavior and in doing so, thwarts the influence of the mother in the emotional life of the
child. Coats says that “to some degree, all subjects are under the sway of the Name of the
Father, having negotiated alienation [and] separation . . .” (99). And, as Coats explains,
the very concept of the Symbolic is fundamentally related to the idea of performativity
that is so central to Embrace and “Boy”: “There is a way of conceiving the Symbolic
order as that which fixes reality. It states its own laws and builds its own expectations.
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We have been calling this its performativity . . . the Symbolic performs what it purports
to describe” (107).
In Lacanian theory, what is symbolic is not real. But in literature, which trades in
metaphor and symbolism, literal readings concomitant with symbolic ones are possible,
even necessary. One example in Embrace is the symbolic phallus/literal penis: Jacques,
as a white male teacher, enjoys a significant share of phallic power. Karl literally desires
Jacques’s erect penis, but, at the same time, his access to it and apparent power to stir it
allows him to shift closer to phallic power than his marginalization as a child, and an
effeminate one at that, has thus far permitted.6 Similarly while Lacan’s symbolic father is
not the real father, the real father is, as the texts under discussion have suggested,
symbolic for being metonymic of the patriarchy.
Coats offers a precedent for privileging the literal “name of the father”: in Mary
Poppins, the father’s name, George Banks, which “indicates the relationship he has to the
signifier—he is a banker, and his name is Banks. Hence his being is wholly determined
by the signifier’s symbolic mandate” (102). Similarly, “Bok” indicates Karl’s father’s
relationship to the signifier: while he is not a “Springbok,” animal or sporting, he is a
proponent and supporter of the relationships with the state that are signified by the term.
Behr draws attention to the literal “name of the father” in other places in the novel too.
For example, Karl speculates on the way the De Man family’s identity relates to the name
of the fathers: “I was never quite able to figure out why Bok . . . just like Bokkie [and his

6

At one point, when Bok asks Karl to detail the exact nature of the school boys’ physical
engagement, Karl “didn’t know which words to use” to name a penis. (227). He has now acquired
a vocabulary of fifteen words—English and Afrikaans, biological and euphemistic, “clean” and
“dirty” to describe the organ, but could only use one of them—“filafooi” (227)—with his father.
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brother and sister-in-law] called Grandpa [De Man] Dad, rather than Pa, and Grandma
Mum rather than Ma, like real Afrikaners would” (151). The problem of the name of the
father is even more apparent in the convoluted conversation that takes place when
Jacques and Karl spend a weekend in a hotel in Paternoster; the name of the town, which
means “our Father” in Latin, is Behr’s alert to a father-related issue. When checking in,
Jacques, seeking to avoid scandal, identifies Karl as his son. In the room, he tells Karl
that he would like Karl to call him “Jacques,” but fears being overheard. Karl “had
thought fleetingly of calling him Papa or Pa, but [I] couldn’t get the word over my lips.
My father [Ralph] was Bok and had never been Dad to me except [in writing] . . . Not
Father, Pa, Pappa, Pappie or anything else. Just plain Bok, when I talked to him” (166).
Jacques asks Karl if he wants to use his first name. “I knew his name” (166), Karl
informs the reader, but he tells Jacques that he is willing to call him “Sir” (167). Jacques
protests that when they are alone, “Sir” would be “absurd.” Karl responds by suggesting
that he will call his lover “Jacques” at Paternoster, but “Sir” at school. Jacques asks if
Karl “[c]an . . . manage Pa or something” now. When the boy rejects that, Jacques
protests that their dialog at Paternoster would sound “disrespectful” if Karl avoids a name
or parental title. Karl concedes: “Pa here . . . sir at school, and your name when we’re
alone.” Then Jacques tells Karl to say his name, but the boy struggles until he can
poignantly whisper, “I love you, Jacques . . ..”
Confusion regarding the father-figure’s name indicates the unstable nature of Karl and
Jacques’s relationship. As Karl’s teacher at a boarding school, Jacques has a parental
function, but he is not the boy’s father. As a teacher, Jacques might well be called “sir,”
but as a lover, it would be appropriate for Karl to call Jacques by his first name. But
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Jacques neither fully occupies nor fully abdicates the positions of parent, teacher, or
lover; instead, he inhabits them as he pleases. In terms of Lacanian theory, then, the
social norms and laws that Jacques signifies are irregular and confusing to the child, who
feels privilege at being given options, but is bewildered by containments and conflations.
This strange section in the book is entwined with an important part of Behr’s first
novel. In an Escherian way, Behr depicts Karl observing the central scene in Apples, or
one very similar to it. This relates eleven-year old Marnus Erasmus’s attempt to reel in a
shark on Muizenberg beach; success here would help to prove his masculinity to his
anxious father, Johan, who is the youngest general in the South African Defence Force.
Marnus’s failure to keep his fishing rod erect suggests his potential for ideological,
physical, and sexual impotence in a patriarchy that, in its national anthem, pledges to
remain “firm and steadfast.” Marnus’s inability to keep the shark foreshadows the
failures of the South African Defence Force in the Angolan War, and Johan’s
unwillingness to help Marnus beat the shark predicts the betrayal of South African
soldiers in Angola by the patriarchy, which afforded its sons inadequate physical and
emotional support in that war. Behr’s textual tessellations, then, implicate the confusing
name(s) of the father scene with the powerful one from his first book, which so well
represents the strain at the father-son nexus as a result of the father’s disappointment
when his son cannot or will not adequately perform the orthodox and hegemonic
masculinity that is demanded of him. The effect of Behr’s juxtapositions is to invite a
reading of thematic parallels between the texts.7

7

This scene raises radical but thought-provoking questions. The relationship between Karl and
Jacques, and its manifestation in their sexual relations, is not, at this point, anything but affirming
for a boy already so damaged by his father’s threats and desperate for the approval and affection
of a father figure. Nevertheless, it is this that society demands be closeted, while the destruction
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And what does a Lacanian reading offer with regard to a literary mother? Sedgwick,
though she laments the tragic consequences of universal hostility to effeminate boys,
notes in these children “mysterious skills of survival, filiation and resistance”; she
suggests that these “could derive from a secure identification with the resource richness
of a mother” (“How” 144). This may be true to some extent for Patrick at the beginning
of Pigs, but as Embrace unfolds, it becomes apparent that Bokkie is disturbingly
complicit in persecuting Karl for his effeminacy. The Lacanian paternal metaphor helps
to explain this dynamic. As Coats points out, a woman, lacking a phallus, may try to
protect her limited position in order to share vicariously in phallic power; as such she
“partners alternately with the symbolic phallus,” accessible “only through a man” (101).
In her parenting, then, this woman may prove a “phallic mother” (29). Coats explains:
“The danger is, according to Lacan, that the mother’s desire [for the phallus] is like a
crocodile [and] you never know when its jaws might clamp shut . . ..” Bokkie’s name
suggests that she is not outside of the phallic order that the springbok represents, but,
given that her moniker is a diminutive and feminization of her husband’s, it does convey
that she is hegemonically limited.
Bokkie’s role as a phallic mother is most obvious in the distressing castration threat
scene(s). Once in each of the book’s five sections, Behr relates and develops a flashback
that Karl experiences. The first and shortest description reads: “The boys is ten. In the
passage he stands dressed in his school uniform. His father walks up. He tells the boy that

of the son’s psyche by his father in the public fishing scenes in Apples and Embrace is seen as
unremarkable by observers, and it goes uncensured and uncensored. In Kings, Behr presents these
ideas slightly differently. There is no fishing scene, but homosexual sex between consenting adult
men on the beach results in their thoroughly dishonorable discharge from the military.
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if he ever catches the boy doing it again he will be killed” (98). By the end of the book,
this scene has grown to a page and a half that includes:
I hear my father telling me to look him in the eye like a man. Perhaps . . .
saying: “If you ever go into your mother’s things again . . . I will cut off
your filafooi, do you hear me? If you want to be a little girl, I will turn you
into a little girl. If you don’t want to be a little girl, then I’m warning you:
if you ever even think of doing it again, or if I or your mother even suspect
you of doing it again . . . I will kill you. (722)
A traumatic memory, it seems, has been recuperated, and the end of the novel can now
yield the secret of the boy’s transgression and the hyperbolic relationship between it and
the threatened punishment: Karl has enraged his mother by taking one of her hairclips. To
his parents, this is material evidence of the boy’s attraction to femininity. They are not
wrong in their suspicions. Karl mentions a hairclip twice in the novel. The first time is
when he admires a poster of ballet dancer Rudolph Nureyev with his hair clipped off his
face. The other occasion is when the children of Karl’s neighborhood perform The Sound
of Music—Karl enthusiastically plays Maria and uses the clip to secure a borrowed
communion veil to his aunt’s wig.
Karl’s recollections are important scenes in Embrace because they represent the
enormous strain at the father-son nexus. In this book, as in Phalarope and Pigs, the father
is concerned about his son’s performance of hegemonic masculinity, his commitment to
apartheid ideology, and his willingness to perpetuate the patriarchy, but for Bok
especially, these anxieties are exacerbated by his son’s suspiciously patchy performance
of gender. As in the other novels, the father’s concern starts early, as signified by a scene
in which Bok is patiently trying to teach the five year-old Karl how to use a gun. Karl
doesn’t want to shoot, but Bok coaxes attention and finally performance from him, and
both come away reassured that Karl shows promise in marksmanship. But in this both are

183

deluded: by the end of the novel, it is apparent that it is not Karl’s skill, but his will that is
lacking. Lukas will recognize this and know that his friend does not “want to be a
soldier” (694). But Karl sees no escape—he knows that Bok believes that military service
is an important marker of hegemonic masculinity and patriarchal loyalty, and that the
army “makes a man of a boy” (490).
Paternal concerns like Bok’s are familiar. But in no other text yet discussed has a
father menaced his young son with castration or murder, a threat that operates at both a
symbolic and literal level. The idea of (figurative) castration is central to psychoanalytic
theory. While it is beyond this study’s scope to explore this in the detail that might
parallel its importance, it must note that Lacanian theory posits that all children will, in
the course of “normal” development and usually as a result of paternal intervention,
relinquish the idea that they can be the phallus for the mother. Thus, even while they are
not literally violently desexed, “[a]ll subjects are castrated” (Coats 99). In short:
The child must come to see that the whims of the mother are themselves
ordered by a Law that exceeds and tames them. This law is what Lacan
famously dubs the name (nom) of the father . . . When the father
intervenes, (at least when he is what Lacan calls the symbolic father)
Lacan’s argument is that he does so less as a living enjoying individual
than as the delegate and spokesperson of a body of social Law and
convention that is also recognised by the mother, as a socialised being, to
be decisive . . . Insofar as the force of its Law is what the child at
castration perceives to be what moves the mother and gives the father’s
words their “performative force” (Austin), Lacan also calls it the “phallic
order.” (Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy)
But at the same time as castration is “normal,” the literal threat of castration in these
scenes has enormous symbolic function, showing the “diseased agonistic space” between
father and son (Boire 592). If, as Lacan says, “ ‘[i]t is through the phallic function that
man as a whole acquires his inscription’ ” (qtd. in Coats 102), this symbolic castration
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would degrade Karl to female by shaming him and stripping him of the apparatus of, and
proximity to, power. The father, metonymic of the patriarchy, is thus threatening his son
with expulsion from its protection.
Violences in Embrace
The threats of murder and castration in Embrace are, for protagonist and reader, also
powerfully literal, and justifiably traumatic to the child against whom they are levied.
The reader does find out that with regard to the hairclip, no physical violence is visited on
Karl, even if this is for his parents’ own selfish reasons: “In an attempt to save their son
from what they suspect, know, the world may make of him and from feeling their own
shame at being held responsible, [Bok and Bokkie] have decided that a good talking to
this time –even more than a beating—can save them and the boy from himself” (722).
Direct violence—where somatic hurt is delivered by one agent upon another—is
manifest in the novel. Always first on a list of direct violences are killing and maiming,
and one of the prime macrocosmic examples of this is war. In Apples, war is everpresent—the story flashes forward to the protagonist’s military service and death in
Angola. While Karl’s story never reaches ahead to Karl’s army days, the implications of
military service are clear: Ma’am’s son Graham, whose admirable academic and military
progress the boys have followed, is killed in Angola. His funeral profoundly disturbs
them.
But, Galtung says, “ ‘war’ is only one form of orchestrated violence” (“Cultural” 293).
There are scores of other allusions or representations of direct violence in Embrace:
thousands of animals are culled in game reserves. The De Man’s trusted servant, Boy, is
lashed by the state for taking Bok’s gun. Bok shoots his pet dogs, Chaka and Suz, who
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themselves killed a wild animal in the game reserve; Bok himself later becomes a hunter.
Rugby itself is physically violent—Karl anticipates “the brutalisation of [his] ears” in the
game (403), and “hop[es] that [he] will not be injured or scarred by a perspex boot stud,
develop cabbage ears or get a fist in [his] eye” (404). And corporal punishment is
liberally administered by the school faculty. Four horrifying examples of the school’s
direct violence are particularly memorable.
One is provoked when Karl, as foreshadowed by Bennie’s earlier accusation, becomes
a “verraaier,” a betrayer, by inadvertently disclosing to Miss Roos that the boys have had
sex with sheep in the bush; this deviation is conflated with homosexuality when Lukas,
Bennie, Mervyn, and Karl (Karl wonders how they were singled out) are subjected to an
abusive diatribe from Mr. Mathison and then brutally caned by Mr. Buys.8 The scene is
especially powerful for the hypocrisy its ironies convey: the punitive faculty tribunal, we
find out later, included Karl’s lover-to-be, Mr. Cilliers. Further, during Mathison’s
impassioned rant against the boys’ depravity and while they are beaten, the exquisite
sounds of the choir’s performance in the amphitheater and the audience’s applause waft
into the office; the repertoire includes Brahms’s soothing “Lullaby,” as well works by
Francis Poulenc, Aaron Copland, and Benjamin Britten, all of whom are believed to have
been gay.
Corporal punishment also follows the Indwe trip. Before the concert, Karl and Lukas
skip the mandatory pre-performance nap in order to explore Lukas’s farm, on which they
are staying; here their afternoon adventures do, in fact, include having sex with a sheep.
8

Again, a profound ethical question is raised. The ewe is represented as thoroughly untroubled
by human sexual penetration. The bestiality scene is immediately followed in the novel by the
(beastly) slaughter scene with which I open this chapter. This textual juxtaposition asks why the
human killing of animals—here represented as somatically and psychologically painful to them—
is condoned, while acts that appear to have a benign effect on animals are utterly taboo.
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During the concert, Karl yawns and the conductor, Mr. Roelofse sees him. The next
morning, Roelofse has their bus pull off the road. He tells the choir of “The Two,” who
had not slept the previous afternoon and that one “had yawned throughout the Indwe
concert and ruined the school’s reputation” (462). He asks the transgressors to step
forward, or the whole choir will be caned. When Lukas and Karl admit responsibility,
Roelofse instructs everyone leave the bus and form a line. Karl realizes what is about to
happen: the “bakoond,” or “baking oven”!
Thirty-eight boys disembarked and fell into line on the tarmac behind each
other, facing the two of us. Ahead of us, legs apart, torsos inclined slight
forward, was a tunnel . . . There was no way we were going to crawl
hands and knees. Baboon walk, instead. We went through, hands and feet,
occasionally lifting one of the shorter boys, while they beat us on the
buttocks and back.
In this scene, then, other boys are coerced into being the proxies of the school’s agents.
This dynamic also appears in another important representation of physical
punishment. A large number of boys, accompanied by Mr. Buys, go on a hike in the
Drakensberg. The expedition is a pleasant one for Karl, but, when it is time to return to
the school, roll call reveals that prefects Johan Reyneke and Frans Harding missed the
expedition. Buys soon locates the defectors, and brings them before an assembly of the
entire school. Although the prefects’ exact transgression is not disclosed, Buys punishes
all the boys for the pair’s “disloyalty” and “indolenc[e]” (143). But he has (literally)
orchestrated a special punishment for the traitors: he instructs the assembly to chant
“suffer, suffer” and clap to a specific beat while Reyneke and Harding do push-ups
“ ‘until [they] vomit’ ” and collapse (144). The schadenfreude of the assembly, now just
a formal sanctioned mob, is as appalling as Buys’s punishment: the boys participate in
the humiliation of their schoolmates with glee, and, compounding their complicity, the
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boys use their sensitivity to tone, harmony, and rhythm to spontaneously sophisticate the
chant into an “oratorio” (145). Hardly surprising, then, that memories of the punishment
come to bother Karl, so that “as an adult the scenes arrived to replay themselves over and
over in [his] mind.”
In Behr’s oeuvre, Karl is not the only boy later troubled by partaking in this or a
similar event at the school; so is Doug, the protagonist of “Esprit de Corps.”9 He is also
an alumnus of the Drakensberg Boys’ Choir School, where he was an excellent rugby
player; his nostalgia for his schooldays includes fond memories of his rugby prowess.
The “suffer-suffer” scene in Embrace connects the novel to the story, which relates a
few critical and integrating hours in Doug’s life. There are some differences between the
narratives’ details. For example, the concert piece in Embrace is Beethoven’s Missa
Solemnis, while in “Esprit” it is the Choral Fantasia. Further, in the novel, Harding and
Reyneke skip a hike, while in the short story, they do not attend sports parade. In the
novel, the transgressors’ crime is unnamed, but textual details suggest homosexual
activity; the story eventually discloses another reason.
One night, the adult Doug sees a television image of a woman or women “suspected
of witchcraft or of spreading disease, bound and gagged by a mob that sets them ablaze in
a pile of tires” (2). This summons repressed memories of an incident that took place at
the school. At dawn, disturbed by his recollections, Doug plays some LPs recorded by the
choir when he was part of it. The music brings the dream’s content to mind: “By voices
alone, even from within his sleep, he’d known where it came from.” He sees “images . . .
9

This story was Behr’s contribution to Enfants de La Balle, a collection of short stories by
African writers edited by Abdourahman Waberi as a literary acknowledgment of Africa’s first
FIFA World Cup in 2010. Behr’s submission to the book was in English, but it was translated
into French by Dominique Defert for publication. With Behr’s permission, I cite from a version
of the story that he emailed to me on 22 April 2011.
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of youngsters gathered between the school’s arches, not singing angelically as they were
in the dream, instead chanting, almost shouting, with their attention aimed into the quad”;
with clarity, he sees “himself in that chorus, a picture he’s evaded by willing himself out
of sleep.” Until now, Doug’s readiness to process complicity in this abuse has been
sublimated and he has even, self-protectively, reversed the event’s dynamics: “[Years]
ago with colleagues . . . outdoing one another on anecdotes of surviving the petty
cruelties of school and the military . . . he’d spoken about the incident, lying, saying that
it was he in the school’s quad, and exaggerating an outlandish number of push-ups he had
been forced to do.” But other than on this occasion, “Doug has never told the story . . .
never considered speaking of it to anyone.”
The literal translation of the French term “esprit de corps,” is “spirit of body.” “Body”
here means a number of people grouped to achieve a specific purpose. “Spirit” refers to
the energy and ethos that maintains the pack’s interests and goals; it implies selflessness
in service of the group. Often, groups that rely on and manifest the solidarity inherent in
esprit de corps wear uniforms, which, as the word suggests, both construct and reflect
unity—examples are military units and sports teams. This loyalty is often enhanced by, if
not born of, threat and the need for protection from opposition. A lapse in unity might
endanger the coterie, and deliberate disloyalty might be read as a form of treason. The
choir in Embrace functions similarly: it is, after all, an organized company of singers that
is a gestalt, a functional unit whose power to create and compel, and whose beauty and
volume may exceed the sum of its individual voices. A choir, then, like a sports team,
requires the sublimating of individual interest for the good of the group.
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In “Esprit de Corps,” Harding and Reyneke’s transgression is that they “snuck off
from sports parade to play soccer on the parking lot with the kaffirs!” (13). The boys’
choices violate the group’s values for three related reasons: first, they have rejected the
school’s injunction against “fraternising with the black . . . staff” (Embrace 91-92);
second, they have elected to be with blacks rather than the whites, an impulse proscribed
by apartheid, and third, they have had the audacity to play soccer. Soccer is, of course,
the game that Karl had told James is “a sissy sport” (417), and it is the game with which
most black South Africans affiliate even while rugby is hegemonically dominant.
Harding and Reyneke are thus “verraaiers,” traitors in the micro- and macrocosms.10
For both the nap defectors and the sports parade deserters, punishment is corporal, and
its responsibility shared amongst group members. Lurking behind both reckonings are the
ever-present demands of hypermasculinity, which condemn any affectiveness on the part
of the punishers or the punished—stoicism must be summoned forth in order to avoid
(further) humiliation and the undoing of the group. The punishment generates not only
bodily pain, but also abasement that is exacerbated by the “esprit de corps” that is
employed to maximize its effect. This is apparent in Lukas and Karl’s responses to the
baking oven: while Lukas “come[s] out smiling” (463), Karl “[feels] little pain, but could
choke on the force of humiliation.”
The nature of the corporal punishment—the very form it takes—is also important in
the novel, in that both the “baking oven” and the “suffer-suffer” push-ups evoke rugby.
Albert Grundlingh notes this connection:

10

The rejection of soccer by whites has a corollary—the renunciation of rugby by black South
Africans for its hegemonic significance. This phenomenon is represented in other South African
texts like the films Invictus and Jerusalema.
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The association between rugby and manliness was often carried over
from youth to adulthood, and it was also reinforced off the playing field
through practices and rituals which became part of the rugby-playing
community. One such South African practice worth recounting is that of
the borseling: the team lifts one of the members chest-high and beats him
on the backside with bare hands. For some it was meant to be a form of
initiation; for others who had transgressed the rules of a touring party it
was a form of punishment. But there is also a sense in which this act can
be seen as promoting team cohesion [esprit de corps] and therefore,
implicitly, firmer male bonding.” (127)11
In the context of Grundlingh’s observations and the title “Esprit de Corps,” it is
impossible not to associate push-ups with athletic and military physical training; this
callisthenic is also the default one for training and punishment in the hypermasculine
forums of sport and the military. This is especially obvious in “Esprit,” where, within the
same paragraph, Behr transitions from Doug’s memories of the “suffer-suffer” incident to
visions of his son’s soccer practice push-ups, and back to the school again. These
representations reinforce the link between sport and violence.
But it is in Behr’s third novel, Kings of the Water, that his insistence on a link between
hypermasculinity, rugby, the military, and violence is most developed. In a scene set in
San Francisco, the affective, gay South African-born protagonist, Michiel, who had
“allowed himself to be bullied or scorned into playing rugby” (39), and his partner Kamil,
hold a party. Much of the conversation is trivial, but then comes a remark from a gay
male guest about “American football’s homoeroticism [similar in form and culture to
rugby] being akin to that which exists between soldiers” (181). This “irritate[s]” Michiel,
who defers to marijuana. But then, “[t]hrough a muddle of paranoia violent memories
flood back, of fire and movement, of the thing he sees again on the night before he leaves
11

In his autobiographical Boyhood, Coetzee makes reference to “borseling” and speculates that
its origins lie in the hazing tradition of brushing shoe polish onto the testes of players new to the
rugby team. It is this kind of “violat[ion]” that makes him detest Afrikaner boys (69).
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Namibia.”12 Because he cannot imagine rugby or the military separate from somatic
damage, Michiel rejects anything attractive about the “ ‘sweat and testosterone’ ” of the
scrum/scrimmage or military unit: “He was never able to suspend disbelief: someone was
always being hurt. The stuffed bag for bayonet drill, the target with its human silhouette.”
Further, Michiel discloses that he “ ‘felt ridiculous,’ . . . like an imposter in the army and
in the scrum’ ” and “relentlessly ashamed of being part of it and at the same time so apart
from it: a fraud, an interloper in the conspiracies of violence.”
Therapy complicates the representation of Michiel’s response in a way that sheds light
on the constructions of white South African masculinity with which Behr’s oeuvre is
concerned. When Dr. Glassman suggests to Michiel that it is through the mandate to
violate that “both football and war can be read as erotic” (182), Michiel asks if this
contact might substitute “for fucking.” The therapist responds by proposing that even that
may be “a defense against intimacy.” Michiel, as yet insecure in his alternative
masculinity, asks “What if it is just part of healthy, normal masculinity to give and
receive sexual pleasure widely, like animals?” Glassman tenders his belief that there are
“many more [men] who need the comfort and intimacy of a deeper relationship”; again
Michiel expresses shame at his own affectiveness in wanting to love and be loved
because it renders him “a lesser male.” Glassman pursues Michiel’s perception of the
“normal masculine,” the “regular guy” (a phrase also used in “Boy”). Unable to
elaborate, Michiel’s memories go back to an image of his Afrikaner patriarch father
(known as Oubaas, which means “Old Boss”) with the family dog at the farm’s dam wall.
The last line of the paragraph reads: “They stare into each other’s eyes, unspeaking, for
what feels like minutes—.” The ambivalence of the third person plural pronoun here is
12

“Fire and movement” is the name of a battle tactic.
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complicating in that the reciprocal starer here could be Glassman, Oubaas, or even the
dog, but what is compelling about this line is its m-dash, which signifies Michiel’s
muteness, a silence that starkly contrasts to the bullhorn that is the father’s voice in
“Boy.” As Michiel confronts this question, the narrative segues into a disturbing dream
Michiel has in the book’s immediate time, when he is back on the family farm for his
mother’s funeral. In this dream, “Oubaas has hanged himself.” The narrative
juxtapositions in this post-apartheid text, set in 2001, justify a reading of a patriarchy
that, somewhat like the tower of Pieter van Vlaanderen’s dream in Chapter Two, selfdestructs in the face of scrutiny of the structure/construction of masculinity that it has
erected.
But carefully structured the apartheid patriarchy was, and especially through the
reciprocally supportive rugby and the military enterprises. In Embrace, as in 1970s South
Africa, the very spaces of rugby and the military become conflated when white
schoolchildren take to the rugby field to practice “cadets” (262). As Gavin Evans
explains, the cadet program was “[t]he most overt and perhaps the most significant aspect
of the militarisation of white schooling” (284). Its purpose was threefold: “for the youth
to develop a sense of responsibility and love for their country and national flag,” “to instil
civil defence in the youth,” and “to train [youth] in good citizenship as a forerunner to
their National Service.” The program’s goal, then, was both ideological and practical.
This is consistent with Bok’s belief that the school has a role in “prepar[ing boys] for the
army” (83).13

13

According to Second Master Illsley in his email to me, Damon Galgut participated in cadets
while at Pretoria Boys High School.
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In terms of Galtung’s theory, this raises a red flag with regard to violence. He
distinguishes between “militarization as a process and militarism as the ideology
accompanying that process” (“Cultural” 296). As he tries to identify “structural and
cultural aspects that . . . reproduce the readiness for military action, production and
deployment,” he notes that “the combination of building military teaching and exercise
components into high school and university curricula and structure, and disseminating
militarism as culture, should merit particular attention.” Small details in Embrace, like
the one regarding school cadets, convey the implication of direct violence with structural
and cultural violences that Galtung’s work describes.
Because the different kinds of violence are so intertwined, it is often difficult to
separate them. But one good example of such meshing is apparent when Lukas is beaten
spontaneously and publically by Jacques for “grinning” (197) during a rehearsal—the
implement Cilliers employs is a piece of wooden paneling that he wrenches from the
wall; this implies that the potential for violence is inherent in the school’s very structure.
Despite the implication of the various kinds of violence, though, there are other examples
in Embrace of what Galtung defines as structural violence.
Galtung explains structural violence as “an abstract form . . . used to threaten people
into subordination . . . ” (“Violence” 172). A scene in Embrace that well demonstrates
structural violence is one that parallels the scene in Pigs that follows Patrick and
Margaret’s mildly erotic encounter. Five year-old Karl steals some items that the family
servants Jonas and Boy have made for Bok to sell as curios. When Jonas runs after him
and grabs his arm, Karl threatens to tell Bok that Jonas has hit him and says that Bok will
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beat Jonas as retribution. The adult writer, now sensitive to the violences in which he has
been complicit, reflects:
Bok will of course do no such thing, that much I know. But of my power
and Jonas’s language—or rather our commanding variant of imperatives—
I know enough, already . . . to threaten him even as I weep. Yet, the
moment when I will grasp the meanings of our daily barbarism, the layers
upon layers of brutal significance, as well as when I care enough to inquire
with any measure of self-awareness about the boys [black male servants]
and myself, that moment is a future telling beyond the pages bound in
your hands.” (272)
This foreshadows a later incident in which Karl uses a similar dynamic to threaten
Beauty, a black housekeeper at the school. Karl can threaten the black adults because he
is a white child and knows that he is privileged with protection in a way that they are not.
This is consistent with a point made by Katherine Bond Stockton, who says that the belief
that a child needs protection is bound up with the construct of the innocence of children,
and that “[i]t is a privilege to need to be protected—and, indeed to be sheltered—and thus
to have a childhood” (297). It is “[n]ot in spite of privilege . . . but because of it [that] the
all-important feature of weakness sticks to [the] markers (white and middle class) and
helps to signal innocence.” Further, she notes, “[e]xperience is . . . hard to square with
innocence, making depictions of streetwise children (who are often neither white nor
middle-class) hard to square with ‘children’ ” (298).
What then of child revolutionaries? After all, the political backdrop of Embrace is the
1976 Soweto Uprising, during which black schoolchildren rioted in the townships,
protesting apartheid generally but most immediately because they objected stringently to
being schooled in Afrikaans, the primary language of the oppressor.
Galtung theorizes that violence creates needs deficits, and that there are four types of
needs. One of these categories is what he calls “identity [or] meaning needs,” which,
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when deficient, result in “alienation” and “spiritual death” (“Cultural” 292). It is
Galtung’s own explanation that necessitates looking at the “alienation” problem when
discussing the Soweto riots. “Alienation” has two features: “to be desocialized away from
own culture and to be resocialized into another culture—like the prohibition and
imposition of languages” (my emphasis 293). These “often come together in the category
of second class citizenship, where the subjected group (not necessarily a ‘minority’) is
forced to express dominant culture . . ..”
Another statement by Galtung also helps to theoretically contextualize the unfolding
and aftermath of the Soweto Uprising. He says that in general, “a causal flow from
cultural via structural to direct violence can be identified” (295). This is because “[t]he
culture preaches, teaches, admonishes, eggs on, and dulls us into seeing exploitation
and/or repression as normal and natural, or into not seeing them (particularly not
exploitation) at all.” But “[t]hen come the eruptions, the efforts to use direct violence to
get out of the structural iron cage . . . and counter-violence to keep the cage intact.” It is
not difficult to see this dynamic at work in South African history: alienation of black
South Africans by white ones who believe in their superiority and right to subjugate, and
acts of resistance and revolt by the oppressed, which draw harsh military and legal
responses. A predictable cultural violence then manifests: the stone-throwing victims of
direct violence are branded “ ‘aggressor[s]’ ” (295). In Embrace, this is evident in official
news reports, which state that “the police had been forced to shoot” during the Soweto
Uprising (175), as well as the discourse of the novel’s white South African children,
which reveals that they see only unprovoked barbarism in the black children’s actions. In
the “verraaier” scene, Karl, taking a right-wing view, says, “look at what [horrible things
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black children] are doing to their schools” (202). Mervyn chimes in: “[Township
children] say they want to learn but then they go and burn down their schools. And stone
white people’s cars.” Lukas’s response is even harsher: “Those kaffirs are burning down
the country. I feel fuck-all for their mothers” (608). These black children, whose
exploitation and protest is not recognized by the privileged white ones, are then, in terms
of Stockton’s theory, too dark, too experienced, too violent, to merit the protection
afforded to cosseted white children. This cultural violence is the cherry on the top of an
unsavory sundae of direct and structural violence force-fed to black children.
But even as a protected and privileged white child, Karl has his own alienation
problems. As effeminate boys, he and his friends suffer significant structural violence
themselves. Perhaps no theorist has been more articulate about this problem or its extent
than Sedgwick. Her “How to Bring Your Kids Up Gay” has acquired an important
subtitle, “The War on Effeminate Boys,”14 which is helpful because it conveys the
violence of what Sedgwick calls “effeminophobia” (141). While it may appear that the
word “war” here is a figure of speech, Sedgwick does foreground the self-directed
violence that hostility against queer children provokes: she cites a 1989 Department of
Health and Human Services report which says that the suicide and attempted suicide rates
in gay children are double to triple that in the general population. Further, she notes the
report’s statement that “ ‘gay youth face a hostile and condemning environment, verbal
and physical abuse, and rejection and isolation from families and peers’ ” (139); she sees
this rejection, practiced even by other gays and the profession of psychoanalysis.

14

This did not attach to the original article (1991), but was present in her book Tendencies
(1993).
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“It’s always open season on gay kids,” Sedgwick says (140). The term “open season”
reiterates the violence against gay/effeminate children that Sedgwick inscribes into her
subtitle because it has two meanings, both of which allude to inflicting pain: it may
describe a period each year during which hunting or fishing is unrestricted, or it can work
figuratively to convey a time when attacks on a person, group, or policy are sanctioned
and unmitigated by compassion or shelter from attack.
Sedgwick argues that culture desires a gay-free world. The hopes of those who wish to
“dignif[y] treatment of already gay people [are] necessarily destined to turn into either
trivializing apologetics or, much worse, a silkily camouflaged complicity in oppression
. . .” (148). A form of this, she believes, is that that “the effeminate boy [has been
eclipsed] from adult gay discourse” (142); this “represent[s] . . . a node of annihilating
homophobic, gynephobic, and pedophobic hatred internalized and made central to [even]
gay-affirmative analysis.” She is concerned that even gay thought itself “may leave the
effeminate boy . . . in the position of the haunting abject.” This idea is appalling,
especially because many studies suggest that for most gay men, “wherever [they] may be
at present on a scale of self-perceived or socially ascribed masculinity (ranging from
extremely masculine to extremely feminine), the likelihood is disproportionately high
that [they] will have a childhood history of self-perceived effeminacy, femininity, or
nonmasculinity” (142); effemininity may thus be a form of “proto-gay”ness (143).
How to oppose this dynamic? Sedgwick says that “conceptualizing an unalterably
homosexual body” seems to offer resistance, which, for her, “can reassure profoundly”
(147). Embrace tenders a character capable of doing this—Dominic, Karl’s friend and
lover. If ever parents knew how to bring their kid up gay, it is the Websters, who are
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raising a gay child bursting with insight and accompanying self-esteem. One example of
Dominic’s self-acceptance is when Karl is expelled from the choir under the pretense that
his voice is breaking, and Lukas tells a confused Dominic that he and Karl are now
“ahead on the road to manhood” (680); Dominic responds that he doesn’t care if Lukas is
“in the testosterone race.” But the Websters’ resistance of homophobic hypermasculinity
is only part of a constellation of markers that indicate their opposition to apartheid South
Africa: they are anti-nationalism, -religion, -military, -corporal punishment, and antisexism, but pro-sex, -gay, -choice, -marijuana, etc.
Dominic does not play rugby.
Dominic is the most effeminate of the boys in Karl’s circle, but the boys are horrified
at the extent to which their own (even apparently Lukas’s) proto-gayness is noticeable to
others. During the Malawi tour, Karl, Dominic, Lukas, Bennie, Mervyn, and Steven
Almeida, chaperoned by Ma’am, are hosted by the Olvers. Karl and Steven overhear the
adults in discussion: “ ‘All of them, you know. Borderline cases’,” Mr. Olver says (359).
“And then Ma’am: ‘I suppose that’s the million-dollar mystery, isn’t it? How to keep a
boy sensitive and still make sure he’s not . . . You know . . . Happy!’. ” Ma’am, this
conversation suggests, can tolerate some of the affectiveness that is proscribed by
hypermasculinity, but, as Sedgwick predicts, she, like even psychoanalysts and parents,
has a “disavowed desire for a nongay outcome” (145). Her choice of the word “happy,”
then, may be read as suggesting that she finds the word “gay” unspeakable.
After Graham’s death, Ma’am’s patience is short. In class one day, after the boys’
reading of a dense and depressing text on the French Revolution, Dominic becomes
sardonically playful, and emulates Marie-Antoinette by “strik[ing] a [simpering] pose”
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(618) on a chair. Ma’am, immediately becoming a phallic mother herself, sharply
instructs him to sit down, and releases the patriarchy’s emotional guillotine on the boy
queen(s) by saying, “ ‘I cannot stand effeminate boys’. ” Dominic’s response is as
“stun[ning]” (619) as her own—he says that she “ ‘obviously [has] a preference for boys
who play with guns’ ” (618). Resulting partisanship between the boys causes a fight
during which “most [boys are] punched, throttled or flung to the floor” (621). Mathison
enters, asking the class “ ‘And since when do we resolve our differences like animals
instead of civilised human beings?’ ” (620). Dominic’s response compounds his
problems: “ ‘Since so-called civilised human beings dropped an atom bomb on
Hiroshima’.” The whole class is ordered to Mathison’s office and submits to caning, but
the confidently subversive Dominic refuses to comply. As an “esprit de corps” (621)
develops rapidly among the boys, who are “[u]nified by [their] punishment,” Dominic is
belittled and mocked, and accused of being “[a]fraid to take it like a man.”
Dominic’s supportive parents demand an “unqualified apology” from Ma’am (623).
Karl and Dominic discuss whether such a gesture will be forthcoming. Karl believes not,
because “[i]t would set a precedent,” but Dominic, with more understanding of the
workings of the macrocosm, disagrees and chastises Karl for the group’s lack of
resistance: “ ‘This fucken system is too strong to collapse from one apology. But you all,
all of you, should have refused to be punished. By allowing yourselves to be caned, let
alone caned for Sanders’s spitefulness, you’re all making the system function exactly as
it’s meant to’ ” (623). Dominic explains that the school “can’t apologise because it
doesn’t even know that it’s wrong to speak to anyone like she spoke to me. They’re all
equally blind to their stupidity. They all believe their own lies” (624). He sees irony too,
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noting that Ma’am “knows about Gounod, the fucken queer who wrote the music I had to
perform at her son’s fascist funeral. Like half the shit we sing here! Composed by the
effeminate men she can’t stand.” He points out that many of the authors and artists that
Ma’am recommends to the boys are gay too.
Karl also has a strong personal response to Ma’am’s confessed loathing of boys like
him; he perceives figurative violence in that her comment was “[l]ike a white-hot
branding iron through [his] body, into [his] soul” (623). He is perplexed; she is
supposedly his “mentor.” But, by the end of the book, Karl knows that another
purportedly devoted teacher has betrayed him—Jacques. The man does not protect the
boy from Mathison’s homophobia or brutality, and elicits false trust by making the child
think that he is special, when, in fact, Karl is just one of Jacques’s adolescent lovers. This
is also consistent with Galtung’s understanding of structural violence. He explains that
while the victim “of personal violence perceives the violence . . . and may complain—the
object of structural violence may be persuaded not to perceive this at all” (“Violence”
173). There is surely an element of this dynamic when Karl, who has been exploited, tells
himself that “[t]here was nothing to fear from Jacques” (665).
But, Galtung says, the exploitation central to an overall violent structure “leaves
marks not only on the human body but also on the mind and the spirit” (“Cultural” 294).
Four “reinforcing components” impede “consciousness formation and mobilization,”
which are “two conditions for effective struggle against exploitation.” Drawing on his
theory of power relationships in which the powerful are known as topdogs and the
vulnerable as underdogs, Galtung says that one component is “[p]enetration, implanting
the topdog inside the underdog . . .”; a second is “segmentation,” which involves “giving
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the underdog only a very partial view of what goes on.” The last two are
“marginalization, keeping the underdogs on the outside,” and “fragmentation, keeping
the underdogs away from each other.” While these may be used in combination, each
“should also be seen as structural violence” alone.
Karl’s relationship with Jacques displays these elements. First, Jacques, in having sex
with Karl, literally penetrates him—the fact that Karl finds this pleasurable is why
Jacques can insinuate himself into Karl’s consciousness, showing how insidious
structural violence can be. Second, Karl’s limited purview of the context of the
relationship would, in terms of Galtung’s explanation, be “segmentation.” Further, Karl is
kept “on the outside,” generally welcome in Jacques’s room only at the teacher’s bidding;
this makes him feel “weak, fearful, as though [he] had no voice in this relationship”
(537). And, Almeida’s departure/expulsion shows, the underdogs here are separated from
each other: Karl does not know why the boy left the school and has not communicated
with his friends.
Legitimizing direct and structural violence is the purpose of cultural violence, which
is often achieved through “religion and ideology, language and art, empirical and formal
science” (“Cultural” 296). Again, Embrace bulges with examples, and small details point
to massive violences. One example is the Bible on Mathison’s desk during the diatribe
and subsequent caning of the boys after Karl’s betrayal; it is, after all, the Bible that, if
read literally, mandates corporal punishment of children (as in Proverbs 13:24 and 23:1314) and killing of male homosexuals (as in Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13).
A brief restatement of some important points made by Galtung regarding cultural
violence. A belief in “chosenness” is a “vicious type of cultural violence” (“Cultural”
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297) because it dichotomizes the population into one special and favored group, and
another, the rest, who, by definition, are worthy of rejection. And even if religion and
God are less powerful than they once were, other destructive binaries of “Self and Other”
persist; the model here is “nationalism, with State as God’s successor” (298). And
“nationalism, rooted in the figure of the chosen people and justified through religion or
ideology, should be seen in conjunction with the ideology of the state, statism.” Galtung
then invites a series of links: “Combine nationalism with steep Self-Other gradients, and
statism with the right, even the duty to exercise ultimate power, and we get the ugly
ideology of the nation state, another catastrophic idea. Killing in war is now done in the
name of the ‘nation’, comprising all citizens with some shared ethnicity.” (299). Then,
“[c]ombine the ideology of the nation-state with a theologically based Chosen People
complex and the stage is set for disaster”—he offers apartheid South Africa as an
example of this. In Embrace, these themes come together in two related spectacles of
cultural violence at which cultural violence’s material evidence, which Galtung says
include “flags, anthems and military parades” (291), are ubiquitous. Karl describes
Graham Sanders’s funeral:
[M]ilitary trumpets and drums [sounded] as Graham’s flag-draped coffin
was carried into the church on the shoulders of six of his platoon. Naval,
air force and army officers in uniform standing to grim-faced attention as
the organ pipes vibrated Bach into the floor, causing windows and pews to
shudder as if the earth were quaking. Enormous protea [the national
flower] and [orange, white, and blue] strelitzia arrangements, triangled to
military precision. Amongst the senior military staff was General
Erasmus, head of the SADF . . . Every uniformed chest seemed to be laced
with ribbons and medals . . . the overall impression [was] awe-inspiring
. . . The coffin, draped in the orange, white and blue flag, stood elevated
on a silver stand before the high wooden pulpit . . .. (644)
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The funeral is a space where an RSA, the army, and an ISA, the Drakensberg Boys’
Choir School are seen to almost merge: “The two choirs, men in uniform on one side,
boys on the other, had been arranged in a wedge to face each other . . . In this way the
end of the first and second soprano boys linked with the beginning of the male tenor and
baritone voices of Infantry School” (645).
Religion, nationalism, and militarism blend to structure the event. The boys and men,
their “corps” almost fused, are a mirror image: the boys, in a form of future projection,
face themselves as men, while the men can reflect on themselves as boys—here, as their
performance begins, the injunction to perform at the kickoff to the rugby game described
earlier, “nou boys, nou manne” [“now boys, now men”], is implicit but literal. The
groups sing a selection that includes an arrangement of Psalm 23 by the son of the
Afrikaner who wrote the lyrics to the national anthem, and the Sanctus from Gounod’s
Messe Solennelle de Ste. Cecile. The minister then reads from Exodus and Matthew and
delivers a speech “about the greatest gift being the gift of love. Love not only for family,
but love of nation and of faith. He said that the biggest and most selfless death was that
which occurred in the service of love, nation, and faith” (645). He offers words of
condolence couched in national sacrifice, and then prays “for strength in the face of
adversity, for each man in uniform guarding [South Africa’s] borders . . . for courage and
strength in the souls of the bereaved” (646). As the coffin leaves the church, the army
band strikes up the national anthem. Karl now processes its words in a different way:
“When the congregation sang the final [refrain] ‘At thy will to live or perish, oh South
Africa dear land’, it felt to [him] as though for the first time in his life he understood the
terrifying meaning of the words.” The performance of nationalism and religiosity at
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Graham’s funeral are forms of cultural violence because they make death in war seem
right, not wrong.
The end-of-year performance for which the boys have been practicing Beethoven’s
chorally challenging Missa is similar in form and effect. The concert, honoring the South
African Prime Minister B. J. Vorster and commemorating the school’s founding twenty
years before, has assumed added importance because it had originally been conceived as
supplementary to a European choir tour, but, because of the international community’s
increasing distaste of apartheid, the tour has been cancelled, and all energy has been
channeled into this single performance, which will be televised.
The concert may be placed in a Gramscian context and read as a purposeful cultural
levitation: Gramsci says that the state must work “to raise the great mass of population to
a particular cultural and moral level . . . which corresponds to the needs of the productive
forces for development, and hence to the interests of the ruling classes” (258). The
concert, like Graham’s funeral, may also be viewed through an Althusserian lens: the
“concert” is a figurative one during which the school (of which the choir is synecdochal)
and government (of which the prime minister is synecdochal), ideological state apparatus
and repressive state apparatus respectively, come together in recognition that, as
Althusser says, “no class can hold State power over a long period without . . . exercising
its hegemony over and in the State Ideological Apparatuses” (1491).
At the choir’s Indwe performance, directly following the boys’ engagement in
bestiality, “[b]lue velvet curtains, the orange blue and white flag, [and] proteas in beastly
symmetrical arrangements” were on display (my emphasis 461). But this is just a preview
of the Durban concert, where the Prime Minister, Mayoress (another phallic mother and
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metonymic of phallic mothers), and state broadcasting’s television cameras compound
the importance of the symbolism of the “orange, white and blue flags [and] the triangular
arrangements of protea and strelitzia” (635). As at Graham’s funeral, the event ends with
the national anthem Die Stem van Suid Afrika, or, in English The Call of South Africa.
The Afrikaans title is significant because the word “stem” means both “voice” and
“vote”—Dominic “votes” by refusing to sing it.
During the concert, from which Karl is excommunicated for his unforgivable sins, the
boys perform the Missa, the genre is of which is important here. Celebration of Mass is a
central ritual in the practice of Christianity, especially Catholicism. Because Catholics
believe that the consecrated bread and wine is the real body, blood, and soul of the divine
Jesus, the meaning of the service is literal, and the celebrant’s act of taking communion is
an unequivocal physical and spiritual attestation to church ideology. Or, to his or her
interpellation. Participation in such a thoroughly styled ritual requires no critical thinking,
permitting mental and emotional disengagement that may not be objectively observable
and humanly punishable. The ritual, then, may ironically be devoid of the meaning to
which the participant’s physical actions attest.15
Meaninglessness may have even been fundamental to the very conception of this
particular mass, according to Theodore Adorno. This idea comes via Behr himself, who,
in an unusual literary gesture, offers his reader the opportunity to complicate their
perception of the Mass’s significance in Embrace: first on the novel’s long list of
acknowledgments is Adorno’s “Alienated Masterpiece—The Missa Solemnis.” This is a
deliberate foregrounding of Adorno’s study because the list is not predictably grouped.
Adorno’s opinions of the piece run against the grain; for him the Missa enjoys “irrelevant
15

National anthems are similarly susceptible.
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worship” (113). He finds something “enigmatically incomprehensible” in the piece. He
attributes this to “the neutralization of culture” and argues that the Missa exemplifies a
work in which “intellectual constructs have lost their intrinsic meaning” because they are
unrelated to “social praxis.” Such works, he theorizes, “lose even their own aesthetic
import” (113) and become mere “cultural produce” (114) to be “consumed” as such. In
terms of Adorno’s theory, then, one may read the Missa performance as an enormous
display of not only cultural violence, but of cultural gluttony.
Adorno’s discussion relates to the problem of ritual just raised, this being that the
possibility of wholesome reflection and direct connection that is the performance’s
purpose is eclipsed if the ritual becomes mindless. But it has further relevance here;
Adorno believes that parts of the Missa take on a “mediated character” (118), are
“stylised,” and “display a peculiar character of quotation.” He argues that even while
using a religious medium, the composer is expressing existential doubt, not inviolable
faith. For Adorno, this most apparent in the “Credo” section: “In the section where the
liturgy dictates unavoidably the ‘I believe,’ Beethoven . . . betrayed the opposite of such
certainty by having the fugue theme repeat the word Credo as if the isolated man had to
assure himself and others of his actual belief by this frequent repetition” (120). As such,
the supremely Christian piece of music that is used to celebrate South African
nationalism may convey a message that is different, if not opposed, to the intended one.
This dynamic, which contributes to the book’s massive current of irony, is echoed in
Karl’s own “Credo,” his expressed confidence in self-salvation, later in the text. But
before Karl can fully formulate what he “believes,” two events intervene.
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The De Mans and the Swan
The first occurs after the concert when Lukas and Karl say goodbye at Durban airport.
Lukas mentions that Almeida had also had an affair with Cilliers. This shocks Karl, who
suddenly realizes that Cilliers conducts not only concerts, but also serial relationships
with schoolboys, and that he himself is not unique; this undermines his agency and
power.
The second happens as Bok, Bokkie, and Karl leave the airport. They hear a helicopter
approaching. The low-flying craft, decked with harsh searchlights, is a military one that
has come in from Kwamakhuta, a black township outside Durban, which was one of
many that, since the Soweto Uprising began, has been a locus of violence.16
As the family pass onto the parking lot the massive rhythms and sudden
blows of great blades beating are above and around them. Bokkie crouches
down beneath the battering, her hands clasped over her ears. Bok contorts
his face and draws both his wife and son to him. The shudders of churning
air take hold of them and Karl can feel the wind like webs in his neck as
he and his parents come to a complete standstill. The gusts and light are a
white rush and his heart beats strangely into the rhythm of the terrifying
blades, like brute power that simultaneously pushes and pulls. He feels his
body want to rise upward, as though the machine is a magnet caressing his
tightening skin exactly where it lies against his flesh. (713)
Many words in this passage unequivocally connect this scene and William Butler Yeats’s
poem “Leda and the Swan”: “sudden blows,” “beating,” “shudders,” “webs” “white
rush,” “brute power,” “caressing,” and “where it lies” are some.
But Yeats’s sonnet, which describes the rape of a young girl, Leda, by the Greek
Godhead, Zeus, offers Behr the opportunity for intertextuality with another important
16

For twenty years after 1976, the township was the site of violence that would kill over
10 000 people and displace hundreds of thousands in the area. Much of this was the result of
bitter rivalries between black organizations like the African National Congress and the Inkatha
Freedom Party, but it was manipulated and exacerbated by the white government. In 1987, before
Behr wrote Embrace, hired assassins of the apartheid regime orchestrated a massacre in the
township—this state brutality was in the same vein as that which informs the 1989 Anton
Lubowski/Andrew Lovell murder in Namibia represented in Galgut’s Pigs.
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literary work, Nadine Gordimer’s July’s People (1981), which itself, critics like Nicholas
Visser argue, is intertextual with the Yeats poem. Behr, who confesses to being “a lifelong admirer of Gordimer’s writing and her politics,” says that this text “remains a
seminal novel and perhaps the most important in [his] own reading from South Africa”
(van der Vlies interview 21). In this novel of apocalyptic future projection, a liberal white
family, displaced and threatened by the successful violent overthrow of apartheid by
black South Africans, is sheltered by their loyal black manservant, July. At the end, the
protagonist, Maureen Smales, hears a military helicopter, the markings of which she
cannot identify. Despite the protection of July’s people, she flees the compound to seek
the craft. Because it is unclear whose helicopter it is, her gesture is ambiguous: Is she
embracing a pro-revolutionary ideology, or is she seeking out the apparatus of the
apartheid state? If the latter, her attraction symbolizes (a return to) an ideology of racism,
hypocrisy, betrayal, and ingratitude that indicts her own and white South African
liberalism generally.17
In both July’s People and Embrace, the helicopter corresponds to Zeus/the swan. Zeus
is violent in that he rapes Leda—in most readings of the poem, she has little or no
agency—but the outcome of the encounter is generative. Whatever it might be in July’s,
in Embrace, the helicopter clearly belongs to the South African military, and is thus a
material appendage to the apartheid regime’s mighty repressive apparatus; it is also
metonymic of other RSAs. In Embrace, the De Man family parallels Leda, creating a
correspondence between the rape related by the poem and Karl’s ultimate “magnet[ic]”
17

Behr’s first published short story “Die Boer en die Swaan” (“The Boer/Farmer and the
Swan”) also draws on the myth of Leda and is intertextual with July’s People. It has a female
character named Maureen Small, and a black female lover, who is represented as a swan. The
story’s last paragraph, densely abstract in imagery, represents its narrator as a Leda figure.
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attraction to the craft (713). What then is generated by the helicopter’s “rape” of Karl, by
the fusion of the might of the state with the mind of one of its adolescent subjects?
Karl’s Man-date
Embrace’s “Leda” scene also, through correspondence, conflates rape with seduction,
and the physical with the emotional. Because the scene precedes Karl’s “chain of . . .
unbreakable resolutions” (715-16) which constitute a manifesto for being “an honourable,
disciplined and upright young man” (716), seeing the helicopter seems to be the catalyst
for Karl’s new self-(mis)conception. The more than two pages of pro-masculine and propatriotic pledges that follow are the promises of a fully interpellated white South African
male subject: among these commitments are that there will be “no more things with other
boys” (716), that “[he] will go to the army to serve this country and get the Pro Patria”
(717), and that “[he] will for the life of [him] play rugby” (716). And, of course, he
pledges esprit de corps: “I’ll become a team player: loyal to the bitter end, not letting
down the side.”
Textual juxtaposition suggests that the helicopter, metonymic of the apartheid state, is
the immediate catalyst for a perfect “new life” for a “new Karl De Man” (718)—Karl has
been violated and impregnated with apartheid ideology, and he will be reborn. This is
ironic: the helicopter is used to repress black school children, who, finding apartheid
repression untenable, took action to facilitate their own political rebirth. As these children
take life-threatening risks to facilitate macrocosmic change, Karl, superficially at least,
withdraws into the “safety” of apartheid political and hegemonic protection.
Important as this scene is, though, it is not the book’s climax. Embrace’s 25-page
climax (574-599), like Phalarope’s, occurs when father and son venture together to
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watch game. Using the ruse that the trip is a birthday gift for Karl, Bok and Bokkie
procure this time for Bok to tell Karl that they do not want him to return to the choir
school the next year—while plagued by Bok’s financial failures, they are even more
concerned about Karl’s sexual orientation and his political outlook. On this trip, Karl
challenges his father’s political philosophy and is met with a speech that exemplifies the
conflation and corollaries of pro-apartheid ideology, masculinity, and the affinity for
rugby with which this dissertation is concerned: “You will play rugby until you become
the man I want you to be. No communist kaffir-loving queer will ever set foot in my
house . . . If it’s the last thing I do to you . . . I will make you a man” (596).
Visser, referring to the “false calm” (“Politics” 69) that South African repression of
mid-1960s to early 1970s achieved, says that this “could be maintained only through
unrelenting coercion, but [was,] nevertheless, a calm which effectively, if only
temporarily, brought an end to the belief that South Africa was on the threshold of
change” (70). The situation in the macrocosm parallels Karl’s temporary repression of his
authenticity in favor of complying with the hypermasculine codes and violences of which
the game of rugby, Karl knows, is metonymic. But as noted earlier in this study, psychic
repression is common as males struggle to reconcile themselves to the demands of
masculinity. Karl’s self-deception may be read as Marcusian surplus repression, “the
modifications and deflections of instinctual energy necessitated by the perpetuation of the
monogamic-patriarchal family . . . or by public control over an individual’s private
existence” (Marcuse 38). The end of Embrace, then, with Karl’s promise that he is
“poised to perform” (718) finally ironizes the notion of a “happy ending” to this book.
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Conclusion
The word “verraaier” will become one that is leviable against Karl in several contexts
because he is moving towards defecting from the constellation of “codes and
expectations, real and imagined, imposed and self-imposed” (404)—these include
apartheid ideology, exclusive heterosexuality, willing military performance, and a
devotion to rugby, with the accompanying “esprit de corps” that such commitment
requires. His eventual refusal to “perform” these characteristics makes him unwilling and
unable to perpetuate the patriarchy; metonymically, he becomes a loose hatch on the
armored vehicle of apartheid thinking. He exhibits neither the pluperfect hegemonic
masculinity of Pieter van Vlaanderen, nor the anxious and tentative questioning of
Patrick Winters, but Karl nevertheless joins them as one who has experienced enormous
strain in his relationship with his father, and alienation and repression as he negotiates the
complex and violent intersections between rugby, masculinity, and Afrikaner/South
African nationalism.
Paton’s text, then, is an important thematic forbearer to the work of two contemporary
South African writers. But as the next chapter, the concluding one, will show, the work of
Galgut and Behr is also temporally and thematically linked to the oeuvre of J. M Coetzee,
Nobel laureate and one of the world’s most admired authors, and to that of a rising star in
South African film direction, Neill Blomkamp.
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CHAPTER FIVE
“A SIMPLE LOOP OF WIRE”
J. M. COETZEE’S WAITING FOR THE BARBARIANS AND NEILL
BLOMKAMP’S DISTRICT 9
He has no wish to write about sport . . . or road safety, which are so boring
that he has to force out the words . . . What he would write if he could . . .
would be something darker, something that, once it began to flow from his
pen, would spread across the page out of control, like spilt ink. (J. M.
Coetzee Boyhood 140)
“Springbok Regime Exposed”
A photograph of Springbok [rugby] players huddled naked in a lake shook
South African rugby yesterday . . .
The Star in Johannesburg devoted more than half its front page to a photo
of at least 10 naked Springbok players packed tightly together, apparently
exhausted and freezing, holding rugby balls . . . to preserve their modesty.
It is the latest revelation to come out of the Springbok’s pre-World Cup
team-building camp . . . where players underwent gruelling ordeals
intended to build mental strength.
Allegations of psychological torture and physical threats, including being
held at gunpoint, have been levelled against the coach [Rudolph Straeuli]
and his right-hand man Adriaan Heijns who is a former special services
operative from the apartheid era.
The camp was codenamed “Kamp Staaldraad” [Camp Barbed Wire], and
it was there that the Springboks were put through a series of torturous and
demeaning exercises in the name of team-building and World Cup
preparation.
[The players] were sworn to an oath of silence and were “threatened” if
the code was broken . . .. (Craig Ray The Guardian 21 November 2003)
Introduction
In the texts discussed so far, representations of rugby are overt. In J. M. Coetzee’s
Waiting for the Barbarians and Neill Blomkamp’s District 9, however, they are present
but less obvious, and, on occasion, even subliminal. In both cases, as in the works
discussed in earlier chapters, rugby is a metonym for a constellation of violences
associated with the South African state. Some of these have not yet been specifically
examined in this project: detention, torture, censorship, and xenophobia. These violences
took place in historical contexts that had evolved significantly since Alan Paton had
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published Too Late, the Phalarope in 1953, but South Africa of the 1970s and 1980s can
only have been as or more depressing than the early apartheid years.
South Africa of the 1970s and 1980s
In the 1970s and early 1980s, the apartheid South African state felt increasingly
vulnerable. On its borders, several scenarios that threatened its security were unfolding.
The country’s occupation of South West Africa was deemed illegal by the World Court in
1971, but South Africa refused to yield the territory, even in the face of pressure from the
world community and Namibian independence movements. In the mid-1970s, the
Portuguese colony of Mozambique gained independence through armed struggle, and
after a bitter war, white-controlled Rhodesia fell in 1980 and became Zimbabwe. By
1980, then, sympathetic white colonial governments no longer geographically buffered
South Africa from black Africa's bulk. Until the end of the 1980s, South African troops
intervened and failed disastrously in the anticolonial independence process in Angola.
Internally, the 1976 Soweto Uprising began a wave of unprecedented opposition to
apartheid, to which the government responded with more violence and repression—in
terms of Galtung’s theory, this would have been predictable. As resistance mounted, the
country became increasingly obsessed with the threat of a “total onslaught” against its
ideology and existence; Coetzee describes this as “an end-of-the world fantasy . . . of
hostile powers against the South African state and against Western Christian civilization
in Africa” (Giving 199). In this “onslaught . . . no means would go unused, even the most
unsuspected.”
In the apartheid regime’s own response, it seems that few means went unused. In
1977, Black Consciousness leader Stephen Biko died in detention—Justice Minister
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Jimmy Kruger issued his infamous and oft-quoted response, “Dit laat my koud”—
“[Biko’s death] leaves me cold.” Despite state denial and an inquest that proved a sham,
it was broadly accepted that South African police had killed Biko, likely as a result of
over-ambitious torture. Two years later, Neil Aggett became the first white to die in
detention. Soon the names “Biko” and “Aggett” had become tandem signifiers of death in
detention at the hands of the apartheid state.
Detention1
“[O]ne of the central weapons in the repressive armoury of the South African state,”
Don Foster says, was “the dark and grim practice of detention”; this was “[r]egarded as
almost synonymous with National Party rule” (iv).2 Foster notes several goals of the
detention process. The first was to procure information, “partly for particular purposes in
political trials and partly for general purposes of policing all political opposition” (5).
Second, detention laws “remov[ed] people from political organizations and . . .
isolate[ed] groups in order to split the political opposition.” Next, though undeclared as a
formal intention, detention laws were used “as a form of political and psychological
violence” because “deaths in detention and the widespread rumors of vicious treatment
and torture at the hands of the security police both work[ed] to generate a climate of fear
that operate[d] in favor of the state, at least over the short term”; this is in keeping with
Galtung’s theory, which argues that even pressuring the possibility of violence is a kind

1

The sections of this chapter on detention, censorship, and torture are modified versions of my
article published in the International Journal of Comic Art in March 2007. I appreciate the
journal’s permission to use parts of it for this study.
2

Detention and Torture in South Africa: Psychological, Legal, and Historical Studies was
written by Foster “with contributions by Dennis Davis and research assistance by Diane Sandler”
(title page). Henceforth it will be referred to as Foster’s text.
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of violence. While exact numbers are difficult to determine, Foster says that “the fact that
a substantial number of deaths (at least 64 [by 1987]) has occurred under security
legislation is not contested—even by state officials” (2). When pushed to account for
these deaths, the state often offered incredible excuses; these prompted Chris van Wyk’s
most famous poem, “In Detention.” Coetzee calls this now-canonic sonnet “a parody of
the barely serious stock of explanations that the Security Police keep on hand for the
media” (Doubling 363). As the smoothly satirical poem suggests, whatever reasons the
state offered, some deaths in detention were likely the result of torture.
Torture
“Torture,” according to the United Nations Declaration Against Torture (1975),
“constitutes an aggravated and deliberate form of cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment
or punishment” (qtd. in Foster 68). Torture: The Grand Conspiracy by M. Ruthven
(1978), discussed in Foster’s text, is especially useful theory for the South African
situation that Coetzee seeks to describe. Ruthven’s central concept is that there are
“more-or-less invariant characteristics” of situations in which torture is practiced by the
state (Foster 172): “Torture [persists] ‘wherever governments believe themselves, or
choose to believe themselves, to be beset by conspiracies and subversions’ ” (qtd. in
Foster 173). This concept of a grand plot against a state is related to the concept of
paranoia, which Foster, paraphrasing and explaining Ruthven, says “is often the response
of a regime with a weak moral and social base. Dissent which emerges from
contradictions in the social formation is interpreted as the product of the machinations of
a secret or hidden enemy.” As such, “an inquisitorial-type machinery, with the traditional
features of secrecy, interrogation and torture, demands denunciations of those categorised
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as disloyal. It extracts statements, confessions and information in order to purge society
of the apparently hidden enemy within.” Although, as Foster points out, Ruthven makes
no reference to South Africa, the reader need only substitute the words “total onslaught”
for Ruthven’s term “Grand Conspiracy” to describe “almost exactly the social and
political climate in which torture . . . developed as an institution in South African
society.” That Coetzee has written about a society convinced of dangers, many
imaginary, is suggested in Barbarians in a conversation that the magistrate has with
Colonel of Police Joll of the Empire’s infamous Third Bureau: “ ‘There were no border
troubles before you came’,” he tells Joll (114). Joll responds: “ ‘That is nonsense . . . You
are simply ignorant of the facts. You are living in a world of the past. You think we are
dealing with a group of peaceful nomads. In fact we are dealing with a well organized
enemy’.”
Censorship
The same security legislation that enabled torture and death in detention facilitated
another kind of violence, superficially less dangerous and less broad, but profoundly
influential on the nature and content of apartheid South African literature—this was
censorship. In “Towards a Desk Draw Literature,” a speech given to students at the
University of the Witwatersrand in 1968, Nadine Gordimer pointed to the extent of the
problem of censorship even by that year: she estimates that approximately “11,000 books
have been banned since 1955” (65), and that since legislation passed in 1966, “the spoken
or written word of forty-six South Africans living abroad” and “the work of almost every
single black South African writer of any standing was expunged from [South African]
literature for the past, present, and foreseeable future” (68). In terms of Galtung’s
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definition of violence as “the cause of the difference between the potential and the actual,
between what could have been and what is” (“Violence” 168), censorship is a violent act.
If, as I proposed in Chapter One of this study, literature is concomitantly historiography,
anthropological and psychological testimony, and fertile ground for research in the social
sciences, all of which are relevant and important in understanding and addressing
sweeping social trends, the scope of this deprivation of texts is disturbingly broad,
especially in a society manifesting the pathologies that apartheid South Africa did.
Further, for those who study texts, censorship and its effects are of compelling interest.
As Coetzee points out in an interview with David Attwell, censorship meant
“draconian” bans “against writers, against books, against publications in general” (300).
In 1975, the Publications Act of the Republic of South Africa had established criteria on
which a publication could be judged “undesirable” (qtd. in Giving 185); these included
the possibility that a text “prejudiced security, welfare, peace and good order.” Coetzee
argues that censorship as it was practiced in apartheid South Africa was the result of the
same paranoia-inducing worldview that Foster believed revealed itself most obviously in
the “total onslaught” idea that he identified as linked to torture in South Africa (199).3
While Coetzee does not refer to Foster or Ruthven, nor they to him, the similarity of their
ideas of state-level paranoia and its connection to repression in apartheid South Africa is
striking.
Censorship is, as Coetzee points out, “the obvious point where the law intersects with
literature” (Doubling 297); to put this another way, censorship occupies the nexus
3

Coetzee uses the term “paranoia” in a Freudian sense, attributing it partly to “a general
detachment of the libido from the world” (Giving 199). Further, he says, in white South African
“psychohistory,” this “took the form of an inability to imagine a future, a relinquishing of an
imaginative grasp on it.”
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between expression and repression. Unlike the work of other South African writers like
Athol Fugard and Gordimer, Coetzee’s work was never banned, possibly, he tells
Attwell, because his novels “have been too indirect in their approach, too rarefied, to be
considered a threat to the order” (298). But, he also says, this may not have left him or his
oeuvre untainted: awareness of state censorship and “writing under threat” causes “uglier,
deforming side effects that it is hard to escape” (300).
One of these, Coetzee believes, is an unnatural preoccupation with forbidden topics.
Coetzee has “no doubt that the concentration on imprisonment, on regimentation, on
torture in books of my own like Barbarians” constituted “a pathological response” to the
repression of the expression of repression in apartheid South Africa. In “Into the Dark
Chamber,” Coetzee explains that “[t]orture has exerted a dark fascination on . . . South
African writers,” first because “relations in the torture room provide a metaphor, bare and
extreme, for relations between authoritarianism and its victims” (Doubling 363). Second,
the novelist especially is compelled by torture because he “is a person who, camped
before a closed door, facing an insufferable ban, creates, in place of the scene he is
forbidden to see, a representation of that scene . . .” (364). He explains this further: “The
dark, forbidden chamber is the origin of novelistic fantasy per se; in creating an
obscenity, in enveloping it in mystery, the state unwittingly creates the preconditions for
the novel to set about its work of representation.” But this provokes problems for the
writer because, Coetzee says, “there is something tawdry about following the state in this
way, making its vile mysteries the occasion of fantasy.” The writer must try to avoid
being caught in the double bind of “either [ignoring the state’s] obscenities or else
produc[ing] representations of them.” As Coetzee sees it, the real “challenge” for an
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author is “how not to play the games by the rules of the state, how to establish one’s own
authority, how to imagine torture and death on one’s own terms”—because Coetzee has
been so critical of rugby, this game/sports metaphor, in the context of this study, is a
poignant one. While Coetzee warns that “approaches [to writing about] the torture
chamber are thus riddled with pitfalls” (364), he also notes that he has himself attempted
to represent that sinister space: “In 1980 I published . . . (Waiting for the Barbarians)
about the impact of the torture chamber on the life of a man of conscience” (363).
Waiting for the Barbarians
One of Coetzee’s early novels, Barbarians is still one of his most admired and most
widely read and taught. The text’s literary antecedents are, as scholars like Brian Shaffer
point out, divergent; they include Franz Kafka’s story “In the Penal Colony,” Constantine
Cavafy’s poem “Waiting for the Barbarians,” and Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot.
Related by an articulate and self-aware first-person narrator, Barbarians is the story of
an aging magistrate who has served without significant interference at a distant and
mostly peaceful outpost of an unspecified Empire. Around this settlement, nomadic and
pastoral indigenous peoples, the barbarians, occasionally trade with the settlement’s
citizens. At the beginning of the novel, the Empire, believing its existence threatened by
barbarian insurrection, dispatches an emissary, Colonel Joll, to the settlement to
investigate barbarian activity. A number of barbarians are detained for interrogation, and
some are tortured in order to secure testimonies. Deaths result. This provokes a crisis in
the magistrate’s relationship with Empire, with the barbarians, and with his own
conscience. In a perverse response to the situation, he establishes a multifaceted
relationship with a barbarian “girl,” the daughter of a man killed by the regime, who was
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herself tortured, lamed, and blinded—the magistrate’s roles in this strange arrangement
include his being her lover and possessor, and her father-figure and friend. The
magistrate undertakes a hazardous journey to reunite the girl with her people, but on his
return he is accused of “treasonously consorting with the enemy” (77). He is detained
and abused physically and mentally; a certain Mandel is his lead torturer.4 He is
eventually freed. The end of the novel describes the Empire’s army retreating from its
borders humiliated and defeated, townspeople emigrating in droves, and the settlement
turned into a wasteland.
This plot summary belies the book’s thematic and artistic complexity. Shaffer, in a
description that captures many of the text’s overarching concerns and nuances, calls it
“[a] provocative interrogation of the idea of empire and civilization” (Reading 121), and
“a profound exploration of self-other relations or alterity: of the ways in which groups
and individuals define themselves and each other in national, religious, ethnic, gender,
racial, and/or class terms for the purposes of invidious comparison” (121-122). Further,
he says, Barbarians “explores the psychology behind such ‘tribal’ identification and the
ways in which such self/other binary thinking can lead to prejudice, hostility, and
violence” (122).5 For him, this novel “powerfully anatomizes the difficulty faced by even
the most well-intentioned Self in understanding and valuing the Other” (137).

4

Few characters in Barbarians are named, and because Coetzee is a linguist who often plays
with language, names, when they are used in his novels, are often either esoteric or symbolic; in
this light, we might read “Mandel” as a portmanteau of “man” and “handle” (“manhandle”). The
name, if its emphasis is shifted, now carries irony—South Africa’s most famous citizen and
beloved peacemaker is Mandel(a).
5

Interestingly, sports scholars like Varda Burstyn might define their work in similar terms to
the way that Shaffer does Barbarians here.
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In terms of Shaffer’s last point especially, it is worth commenting on the book’s
“Other.” Etymologically, the word “barbarian” is located in the Ancient Greek term for a
foreigner or outsider, especially one who is linguistically different. Its meaning has
shifted and it is now impossible for a writer to use the term “barbarian” without evoking
the idea of one who is uncivilized, unrestrained, unrefined, even savage.
Cavafy, in “Waiting for the Barbarians,” draws on these meanings and uses them in a
similar and ultimately ironic way to the way that Coetzee employs them in the novel.
Cavafy’s poem is a series of questions and answers that attest to the stasis of a
conspicuously culturally violent polity as it anxiously awaits the arrival of the
“barbarians” and the negotiation of a new order with them. Its end describes
“bewilderment” and “confusion” when the barbarians do not arrive—reports from the
“border” suggest that they no longer exist. The poem ends by asking “Now what’s going
to happen to us without barbarians?/Those people were a kind of solution.” My reading
of the poem’s theme, then, is that one’s own identity is predicated on the existence of an
Other, and that without such self-definition, existence is meaningless.
In both Cavafy’s poem, or in its translation at least, and in Coetzee’s book, the word
“barbarians” is uncapitalized. This is especially obvious in the novel, where the word
“Empire” is always capitalized. Coetzee’s strategy generalizes the text’s Other while
according importance to the Empire. This functions to implicate the reader in complicity
with the linguistic diminution of a/other people. Coetzee’s craft here shows how easily
one is drawn into complicity in violence of all kinds, even at a microcosmic level.
“Allegory,” “allegorical,” and “parable-like” are words often employed to describe
Barbarians, which offers both a primary meaning and a simultaneous secondary one,
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figurative and symbolic, that broadens its interpretative possibilities. While allegory is an
ancient device, it may be that Coetzee’s literary strategy here was not only a choice, but
necessary in order for it to evade the specificity that would make it vulnerable to
censorship.
Critics, however, often further elucidate Coetzee’s use of allegory in this text, a
technique that he has rarely abandoned since this novel. Shaffer, for example, says that
“it is arguable that, paradoxically, Coetzee’s abstracted worlds better challenge and
subvert this political reality than any ‘realistic’ portrait could” (126). While the book is
unequivocally not realistic in its approach, its vague quality relates strongly to its
unidentifiable setting. Critics point out that the book is not set in apartheid South Africa;
to support this argument, some note, for example, that in the novel spring arrives in
March, a northern hemisphere phenomenon. The idea that this geographic ambiguity
results in a narrative that may be read less as a specific history of place, but more as a
study of the dynamics and effects of state repression, and of personal complicity in this,
is, therefore, acceptable.
But, by insisting that the book is set in an unrecognizable location, critics underplay—
to some extent even censor—the fact that there are overarching similarities between the
situation in Barbarians and that in South Africa in the late 1970s. In both, a light-eyed
settler regime subordinates and rules a dark-eyed indigenous people that is linguistically
and culturally different to them. In order to prevent resistance, partly real but also the
product of state paranoia, the regime’s troops must defend the borders. Within the
country, a special apparatus of the Empire detains, interrogates, tortures, and kills its
subjects, rendering its judicial system an impotent travesty, precipitating emigration, and
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sowing the seeds of its own ideological and physical destruction. Thus, although Coetzee
deliberately detracts from specificity of location, he also inscribes sufficient detail for an
informed reader to parallel the text’s situation with that of South Africa’s. Like so many
other South African texts, the book is an injunction to “cry, the beloved country.”
As Derek Attridge points out, the novel is explicit about its own symbolic and
allegorical nature. The magistrate, a hunter, and thus to some extent still what Behr calls
a “[boy] who play[s] with guns,” narrates an incident where he catches the gaze of a large
male waterbuck and is positioned to kill it, but elects not to (Embrace 618). He recounts
that “for the duration of this frozen moment the stars are locked in a configuration in
which events are not themselves but stand for other things” (Barbarians 40). A direct
mention of allegory occurs later when the magistrate is asked by the suspicious Joll to
explain the characters on the wooden slips that the magistrate has unearthed from nearby
sand dunes. He feigns familiarity with their content: “[These slips] form an allegory.
They can be read . . . in many ways . . . [and] are open to many interpretations” (112).
However, as Attridge says, the moments at which the novel most obviously makes
reference to its own allegorical nature cannot, if they are to be taken seriously, be
allegorical themselves.
In terms of Galtung’s theory, Barbarians offers a case study in the relationship
between violence and time. Galtung describes direct violence as “an event,” whereas
“structural violence is a process with ups and downs” (“Cultural” 294). He sees cultural
violence as “an invariant, a ‘permanence’ . . . remaining essentially the same for long
periods, given the slow transformations of basic culture.” Torture, then, would be
considered “an event” that is precipitated by the relatively constant culture of paranoia.

224

In Barbarians, the fact that the Empire is engaging in torture is made apparent by the
novel’s third page. Torture is a form of direct violence in two ways. First, it violates what
Galtung calls “survival needs” by killing, and/or inflicting pain, and inducing misery. It
also violates “identity needs” through, among other strategies, detention and
desocialization. The magistrate learns this for himself. When he is taken into custody
after his return and refuses to give Mandel the answers the younger man wants, he is
imprisoned and maltreated, and given little food or fresh water. Salt water, however, is
generously provided; the magistrate relates his torturers’ seizing his head, and inserting
“a pipe [into his] gullet” (115). And then, “pints of salt water are poured into [his body]
till it coughs and retches and flails and voids itself . . ..” The magistrate’s vomiting
evokes Julia Kristeva’s theory of abjection; under the rubric of this concept, she argues
that expulsion of fluid from the body is part of the process, but also synecdochal, of the
formation of the abject subject.
The magistrate describes his more public daily activities while in detention:
They call me into the yard. I stand before them hiding my nakedness
. . . a tired old bear made tame by too much baiting. “Run,” Mandel says.
I run around the yard under the blazing sun. When I slacken he slaps me
on the buttocks with his cane and I trot faster . . . “I cannot!” I gasp. “My
heart!” I stop, hang my head, clutch my chest . . . Everyone waits patiently
while I recover myself. Then the cane prods me and I shamble on . . ..
(116)
Otherwise,
I do tricks for them. They stretch a rope at knee-height and I jump back
and forth over it . . . [Eventually] I baulk. The point of the cane finds its
way between my buttocks and prods . . . I smell of shit. I am not permitted
to wash. The flies follow me everywhere . . ..
He traces the trajectory of his humiliation, saying “It cost me agonies of shame the
first time I had to come out of my den and stand naked before these idlers or jerk my
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body about for their amusement. Now I am past shame . . .” (117). Nevertheless, he feels
that “[t]here is no way of dying allowed [to him] . . . except like a dog in a corner.”
Through words like “bear,” “trot,” “den,” and “dog,” this description employs animal
imagery. In literature, and especially that which is postcolonial in its concerns, the
subaltern, or “underdog” in Galtung’s paradigm, is often described through simile or
metaphor in animalistic terms in order to convey their perceived base state in the
“natural” order of things, and/or their debasement by hegemony—to call a person an
“animal” is, in most contexts, insulting.6 Further, in view of Galtung’s endorsement of
the Gandhian ideas of “unity-of-life” and “unity-of means-and-ends” (“Cultural” 302)—
“respect for the sacredness of all life”—seeing an animal like a bear, horse, dog, or any
other as less worthy of respect than a human is a form of violence. To compound the
magistrate’s humiliation at being treated like an animal, the village children—apparently
superior to anything animalistic—are drawn into complicity in the violences of Empire
by assisting in the public torture and enjoying the spectacle of the magistrate’s pain and
humiliation.
Mandel’s anus-probing rod has a theoretical context. Daniel Rancour-Laferrier, as
cited by Michiel Heyns, observes that “[i]n essence, the hierarchical organization of
interactions in a human male collective is a complex icon of males mounting and being
mounted by one another” (as qtd. in Heyns 103); in this context ‘[g]iving orders is an
icon of anal penetration, taking orders is an icon of being anally penetrated.” Further,
anal penetration as an icon might also be read through a Lacanian-Galtungian lens as
penetration by a punishing phallus; penetration, when undesired, is the violent breaching
6

An exception to this observation is in sport, where a powerful and physically large athlete is
often admirably referred to as a “beast,” or an “animal.”

226

of the body’s boundaries. Dominic Head makes a related point when he says that in this
novel, sexuality’s “primary connotation has to do with broader issues of control and
discourse, with the male desire for penetration consistently indicative of the kind of
assertiveness the magistrate is still learning to grow beyond” (84).
The scene of the magistrate’s public punishment also relates to this dissertation’s other
literary texts. The topdog’s punishing overextension of the underdog’s physical ability
evokes the “suffer-suffer” scenes in Embrace and “Esprit de Corps,” and his beating the
underdog’s buttocks evokes the humiliating and painful corporal punishment that Karl
and his schoolmates frequently endure. Building on theory already proposed in this study,
the similarity between the torture scenes in Barbarians and the school’s corporal
punishment in Embrace endorses Foucault’s broad idea of a carceral continuum where
every agency of the social body, whatever its declared purpose, serves to surveil,
penalize, and normatize.
The concept of penetrability is always associated with femininity; as a corollary, to be
feminine is often read as suggesting that one is penetrable. After the overt interrogations
of gender performance manifest in Paton’s, Galgut’s, and especially Behr’s work, and
their relation of masculinity to violence, Coetzee’s novel appears to be less preoccupied
with the issue. Nevertheless, the author clearly communicates the meaning of the gesture
of penetration, and of the dynamics of male power which others and demeans through
feminization. Throughout the novel, the magistrate has been conscious of the effects of
advancing age and emotional shifts on his sexual predilections and performance, and he
admits to a waning desire to penetrate a woman; his erotic encounters with the barbarian
girl are almost never characterized by his entering her.
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Mandel’s attempted penetration of the magistrate is followed by another form of
debasement through feminization. When Mandel opens the cell in which he has been
holding the magistrate, he offers his prisoner a “woman’s calico smock” (117). If the
magistrate refuses to wear this, he must go naked. While making this threat, Mandel tells
the magistrate that he should “[d]o his best to behave like a man”; one might well
presume that what “Man”del means is to refrain from “ ‘sissy stuff” ” (Brannon qtd. in
Eric Anderson 22), in order to “avoid . . . the appearance of vulnerability, weakness and
fear” (23).
Once he dons the dress, the magistrate is taken to a structure designed to hang him by
the neck; again, a crowd is present. A rope is slipped around his neck and tightened, and
he is eventually hung, but not to the death; Mandel’s smug euphemism for this is “flying”
(121). He then submits the magistrate to another suspension; the old man is dangled by
his wrists.
After this experience, the magistrate’s understanding of the dynamics of Empire is
clear, and he offers a powerful indictment of it. This is one of the points in the book at
which, though highly metaphorical, it is not functioning in allegory’s highest gear:
What has made it impossible for us to live in time like fish in water, like
birds in air, like children? It is the fault of Empire! Empire has created the
time of history. Empire has located its existence not in the smooth
recurrent spinning time of the cycle of the seasons but in the jagged time
of rise and fall, of beginning and end, of catastrophe. Empire dooms itself
to live in history and plot against history. One thought alone occupies the
submerged mind of Empire; how not to end, how not to die, how to
prolong its era. By day it pursues its enemies . . . By night it feeds on
images of disaster: the sack of cities, the rape of populations, pyramids of
bones, acres of desolation. (133-134)
This is, he knows, [a] mad vision yet a virulent one . . ..” The magistrate recognizes his
own complicity:
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I . . . am no less infected with [Empire’s vision] than the faithful Colonel
Joll as he tracks the enemies of Empire through the boundless desert,
sword unsheathed to cut down barbarian after barbarian until at last he
finds and slays the one whose destiny it should be (or if not he then his
son’s or unborn grandson’s) [to topple an Empire].” (133)
Rugby in Barbarians: “Knights in Gold and Green Armour”7
It is to this directly, structurally, and culturally violent Empire that Coetzee relates
rugby and apartheid South Africa. He does this through synecdochal connection of the
rugby Springboks to Empire. This occurs against a background of Coetzee’s theory and
fiction, which critiques rugby and the culture that surrounds it; in “Four Notes on
Rugby,” for example, he calls the game “inherently violent” (Doubling 121) and
“crippled” (122) and says that it thrives in South Africa partly because of its inestimable
political weight.
That weight was supported by the reciprocally promotional relationship between
rugby and the South African military, as noted in Chapters Three and Four of this study.
The implication of rugby, an ideological state apparatus, and the South African Defence
Force (SADF), a repressive state apparatus, is represented esoterically, but indictingly so,
in Barbarians: twice, Coetzee’s narrator describes the battalion standard of the repressive
empire’s horsemen as “green and gold” (103 and139). This is especially obvious because
the other color associated with Empire is the “lilac-blue” of its Third Bureau’s uniforms
(76). Ineluctably, for readers familiar with South African culture, the “green and gold”
standard evokes the colors worn by apartheid South Africa’s white international
sportsmen, and it is most famously identified with the Springbok rugby team.

7

A YouTube video dedicated to the Springboks calls them “South Africa’s knights in green
and gold armour.”
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A “standard,” according to one of the primary meanings offered by the OED Online,
is a “flag . . . or other conspicuous object, raised on a pole of an army . . . or one of its
component portions; the distinctive ensign of a king, great noble, or commander, or of a
nation or a city.” Coetzee’s primary meaning is the same, and, as such, it is important to
remember that, according to Galtung, “flags” are one of the signifiers that “legitimize
violence in its direct or structural form” (“Cultural” 291).8 But a “standard” is also an
archetype of normality; in the light of the problems with—indeed violences of—
normativity, especially sexual heteronormativity, identified earlier in this study, the idea
of rallying round a standard conveys the idea of subscription to and complicity in other
violences.
The scenes in which the green and gold standard of the Empire’s battalion appear are
some of the novel’s most chilling. The first time the magistrate sees it, the
standard-bearer’s horse is led by a man who brandishes a heavy stick . . .
Behind him comes another trooper trailing a rope; and at the end of the
rope, tied neck to neck, comes a file of men, barbarians, stark naked,
holding their hands up to their faces in an odd way as though one and all
are suffering from toothache. For a moment I am puzzled by the posture,
by the tiptoeing eagerness with which they follow their leader, till I catch a
glint of metal and at once comprehend. A simple loop of wire runs through
the flesh of each man’s hand and through holes pierced in his cheeks. “It
makes them meek as lambs,” I remember being told by a soldier who had
once seen the trick: “they think nothing but how to keep very still.” My
heart grows sick. (103)
Coetzee’s representation of this scene evokes some of Galtung’s taxonomies, which
are useful for identifying Coetzee’s thoroughness in representing violences in this scene.
Galtung argues that there is a “distinction between violence that works on the body,
and violence that works on the soul” (“Violence” 169). Within the category of somatic
8

Interestingly, in Frederike Olivier’s articulation of the role of the patriarch quoted in Chapter
Two of this study, she says that one of the patriarch’s duties is to be “the standard-bearer of the
morality of the nation” (my emphasis Olivier 522).
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violence, there are also two kinds. The first is that “focussed on the anatomy,” like
“crushing, tearing, piercing, burning, poisoning, evaporation” (my emphasis 174). But
the piercing –also read “physical penetration”—of the barbarians by the Empire connects
the practice of anatomical violation with the other kinds of direct violence, those that are
“focussed on the physiology”; Galtung’s litany of such violations includes “denial of
movement” by “body constraint” and “space constraint.” Here, the prisoners’ bodies are
constrained by the rope that gathers them into a horrifying charm bracelet and by the wire
that pierces them.9
Curiously, this representation evokes one of Galtung’s own metaphors, a linking one.
In explaining structural violence and its distance from, but implication in, direct violence,
Galtung argues that “[b]y making the causal chain longer the actor avoids having to face
the violence directly. He even ‘gives the victims a chance’, usually to submit, meaning
loss of freedom and identity instead of loss of life and limbs, trading the last two for the
first two types of direct violence” (“Cultural” 293). This may be applied to Coetzee’s
description: although Empire’s proxies are responsible for piercing, they have, by roping
the barbarians together, literally established a chain in which each link must carefully
constrain his own body in order to spare further anatomical damage to himself or another
victim. In other words, the initial somatic violence is Empire’s, but its looped-together
victims are, superficially, granted agency; they may elect active self-torture by being
restive, or they may submit to their painful constraints and not exacerbate the misery for
themselves or others.

9

The idea of piercing/penetration in the context of torture is a subtle trope in this text. One
example is in the hanging scene, where Mandel menaces the magistrate by pressing his finger
against the prisoner’s forehead, and telling him that could once pierce a pumpkin shell with it.
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To compound the implication of the “green and gold” with the ghastly, the standard of
the Empire’s cavalry is also associated with another horror:
I join the circle around the man . . . who, with the standard flapping
bravely above his head, gazes blankly towards the town. He is lashed to a
stout wooden framework, which holds him upright in his saddle. His spine
is kept erect by a pole and his arms are tied to a cross-piece. Flies buzz
around his face. His jaw is bound shut, his flesh is puffy, a sickly smell
comes from him, he has been several days dead. (140)
The green and gold in Barbarians, then, is unequivocally associated with the direct,
structural, and cultural violences of Empire. But, as pointed out in earlier chapters, “green
and gold” are synecdochal of the South African Springboks, whose own players and
supporters, like those of other teams, are capable of displaying an enthusiasm
approaching the “patriotic bloodlust” of the baying crowds who surround the standard in
Barbarians (104). It is the cultural violence of the green and gold “standard,” and/or
Springbok uniform that makes the direct violence that both crowds crave feel right.
In the light of this connection between Springbok rugby and Barbarians, the title of
the book may be construed as offering a secondary allusion. There is a famous rugby club
in the United Kingdom that is called the Barbarians, a name presumably chosen to
convey its team’s savage prowess on the field, and in doing so, to intimidate, even if this
is, as claimed, in friendly rivalry. Often a rugby dream team comprised of some of the
world’s best players, the club tests its excellence by opposing international sides like
New Zealand and South Africa.10 During international isolation from rugby, white South
Africans, “bewildered” and “confused” at their team’s pariah status, waited hopefully for
international rugby. Could the Barbarians play a South African national team with fewer
10

Teams of fifteen uncapped South African players, most of whom were Springboks, faced the
Barbarians in 1952, 1961, 1970, 1994, 2000, 2007, and 2010. The South Africans won only two
of these games.
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risks of incurring pariah status themselves than any national side, some South Africans
wondered? But even they didn’t come—there were no games between South African
sides and the Barbarians between 1970 and 1994. In this light, the end of Cavafy’s poem
might well be applied to white South African anxiety about international rugby: “Now
what’s going to happen to us without barbarians?/Those people were a kind of solution.”
After their 1961 defeat at the hands of the Barbarians, the South Africans presented
the club with the mounted head of a real Springbok; the slaughtered animal, likely a
hunting trophy, was surely intended as metonymic of the team that gifted it. This was a
sign of respect for the victors, but also perhaps a mildly menacing signal that the Boks
were not going to go away and would again be a force in international-level rugby.11
Multiple violences including othering, detention, and torture, and repression (even of
expression), are the characteristics of the unnamed Empire in Barbarians. In this novel,
Coetzee has linked them to Springbok rugby through the association with the “green and
gold,” thus making the sport and culture complicit in and metonymic of all the violences
the Empire perpetrates.
Near the beginning of Invictus, Nelson Mandela (Morgan Freeman), risks significant
political capital when, in his own very deliberate style, he tells the multiracial South
African Council on Sport (SACOS), which is hostile to his propositions, that the
Springbok colors are a useful component of the construction of the new nation: “This is
the time to build our nation, using every single brick available to us—even if that brick
comes wrapped in green and gold.” While his statement’s conditional conjunctions “even
if” convey his recognition that the “green and gold” is a disturbing signifier for his
11

The symbol of allegory in this book is a buck (a “bok”). Is this one of the times in the novel
that “are not themselves but stand for other things”? (40).
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audience, his words attest to the enduring power of that color combination for white,
especially Afrikaner South Africans. For the same reason, he advocates that the Council
also “restore” the Springbok name and emblem. It is on the strength of this symbol that
District 9 draws in its representation of South African rugby.
District 9
Postmillennial South Africa
What happened to the “green and gold” Springboks between the period that South
African rugby waited for the Barbarians or anyone else, and the filming of D9 in 2008?
Concomitant with the dismantling of apartheid, the team emerged from isolation and
returned to international rugby; the Bokke were unexpectedly and rewardingly the victors
in the Rugby World Cups of 1995 and 2007. But, in between these victories, in 2002, the
team was overwhelmingly and humiliatingly beaten by England, France and Scotland,
and prospects for a decent showing in the 2003 World Cup tournament looked dim.
Humiliation in that forum, Springbok management knew, would cause national despair.
This was one of the reasons for the notorious events of 2003, which revealed that
Springbok rugby was still deeply studded with nationalistic violences.
These were inflicted on the players themselves at a bush training facility, Kamp
Staaldraad (Camp Barbed Wire). Ray’s article, part of which is cited as an epigraph to
this chapter, offers more information that elaborates on and validates the violences
described by The Star:
The Sunday Times in Johannesburg reported last weekend that naked
players were crammed into foxholes and doused repeatedly with ice-cold
water while the English national anthem and New Zealand’s haka [war
dance] were played over and over again. The newspaper alleged that they
were also forced into a freezing lake in the early hours of the morning to
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pump rugby balls under water and that when some players tried to get out
they were ordered back into the water at gunpoint.
[Coach] Straeuli has denied [the gun-pointing charges] and that the regime
was inhumane or humiliating. He has been backed by team manager
Gideon Sam. “Sure the guys were pushed hard, but that is what preparing
for battle is all about,” he said.
Extracts from Sarah Britten’s book supplement these accounts. For example, she cites
a comment made by Sam that highlights the relationship between Springbok rugby, the
military, and the school that Galgut’s and Behr’s work identify: “ ‘In the absence of army
discipline, [Staaldraad] helped build character’,” said [Sam], “who recommended the
approach for school sides too. ‘I would have had no hesitation in taking my [best] team
there if I had still been a headmaster’ ” (qtd. in Britten 59).
Britten then relates an astonishing (real or fictitious) display of cultural violence
precipitated by the Kamp Staaldraad charges.12 Like others in South Africa, the
parishioners of a Dutch Reform Church near the camp found the Staaldraad strategies
perfectly acceptable and, therefore, the charges against Springbok management risible. In
this spirit, they “held a Kamp Staaldraad cake bake competition. The winning cake . . .
was a pillow-sized piece of confectionary topped with naked grappling rugby players
modelled in sugar” (59). The second-place winner “iced a naked bum garlanded with
barbed wire.” The local dominee said that “the winning cake was really pretty . . ..”
While the Bokke were being “stripped and searched, dressed in rugby gear, then
dumped in the bush where they were subjected to various forms of mental and physical
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I have had no response to the inquiries I have made to Britten’s publishers about whether the
cake-baking competition really happened, or whether it is a delicious tongue-in-cheek fabrication
in a clearly satirical text. If the former, it reflects the cultural violence associated with the
Staaldraad incidents; if not, it suggests Britten’s own impulse to represent the cultural violences
embedded in Staaldraad.
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torture-lite” (Britten 59), and while culturally violent cakes were baked and frosted, a
more macrocosmic violence was cooking in South Africa; this was xenophobia.
Xenophobia: “They must just go . . .”
Xenophobia, a phenomenon that appears in even “civilized” countries, is generally
defined as a fear of foreigners. Such sentiment, which had often caused outbreaks of
violence in South Africa before 2008, was particularly acute by that year, and in May, the
country exploded with violent riots protesting the presence of millions of Zimbabweans,
Congolese, Malawians, Mozambiquans, Nigerians, Rwandans, Somalians, and other
Africans who came to South Africa seeking the relative safety and economic opportunity
that it appeared to offer. More than forty foreigners and twenty South Africans were
killed.
Galtung says that “[a]ggression in its extreme forms . . . becomes a drive to hurt and
harm others because they stand in the way of one’s own self-assertion” (“Structural” 95).
All but a small minority of black South Africans have suffered immensely from the
paucity of opportunities to self-assert and self-actualize; contrary to immediate
postapartheid aspirations, most have been unable to secure meaningful topdog positions.
Colonialism’s and apartheid’s legacies have meant a scarcity of resources, especially
housing and jobs; the overall unemployment rate has been estimated at about/at least
25%, but is likely higher for black South Africans.
As such, black South Africans’ frustration was/is primarily with those who were
perceived to deny them these resources, and who, it was believed, spread crime and
diseases like HIV/AIDS—other black Africans.13 For this reason, Andile Mngxitama
13

This has been represented in South African literature by authors like Phaswane Mpe,
especially so in his Welcome to Our Hillbrow (2001).
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prefers the terms “Negrophobia or Afrophobia” (1) to xenophobia. The title of his recent
polemic, “Blacks Are Kwerekweres, Whites Are Tourists,” pithily describes this double
standard.
Makwerekwere is a derogatory term used by black South Africans to describe “those
who speak funny,” that is, foreigners. This, Pius Adesanmi says, “reminds one of how the
ancient Greeks referred to foreigners whose language they didn’t understand as the
Barbaroi.” Adesanmi poignantly contextualizes makwerekwere in history after the
Ancients:
Prejudice has been the force majeure of so much of human history. Our
pantheon of small-minded hate is formidable: Christian prejudice
manufactured the unbeliever; Islamic prejudice . . . the infidel;
heterosexual prejudice . . . the faggot; patriarchal prejudice . . . the
hysteric; European prejudice . . . the native; American prejudice . . . the
nigger; German prejudice . . . the Jew; Israeli prejudice . . . the
Araboushim; Afrikaner prejudice . . . the kaffir. Not to be outdone, Black
South Africa has manufactured the makwerekwere as her unique
postapartheid contribution to this gory pantheon.
And then he makes a charge that horrifies especially though its domestic banality:
“The joy of your instant-mix coffee or . . . powdered milk is the considerable labor and
hassle it saves you. Just pour water, add sugar to taste, and your drink is ready. The
makwerekwere is Black South Africa’s instant-mix kaffir, very easily produced with
minimum labor.”
Mngxitama is less censuring of the phenomenon of South African xenophobia itself;
in explaining this ironic “anomaly” (1), he harshly denounces colonialism and white
racism; while he does not deny black agency, he makes it clear that he sees South African
“Blacks [as] broken colonial subjects engaged in a grotesque colonial drama.”
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The situation in South Africa in 2008, then, appears to prove Galtung’s broad
hypothesis that “[a]ggression is most likely to arise in social positions in rankdisequilibrium” (“Structural” 98). Aggressions may manifest as crime among individuals,
revolution in the case of groups, and war among nations. However, he says, these “are
unlikely to occur unless 1) other means of equilibration towards a complete topdog
configuration have been tried, and 2) the culture has some practice in violent
aggression” (99). In a culture with considerable “practice in violent aggression,” and with
any meaningful topdog status still eluding most black South Africans, the country was,
two years before the World Cup soccer tournament, a tinderbox. It was in this highly
charged environment that Blomkamp began filming D9 in one Soweto’s poorest suburbs,
Chiawelo, which, ironically, means “place of peace” in Venda. The timing proved
poignant—on the DVD, Blomkamp tells of how the crew, after only a week of work,
woke up to reports of the riots and killings. Soon, thousands of South Africa’s alien
Africans sought desperate refuge and were placed in hastily erected temporary camps, or,
terrified, returned home.
“Get your fokken’ tentacles out of my face!”
The International Bill of Human Rights, Galtung says, offers two important
provisions, “the ‘freedom from’ and the ‘freedom to’.” As a corollary, significant
components of repression include: “detention, meaning locking people in (prisons,
concentration camps), and expulsion, meaning locking people out (banishing them abroad
or to distant parts of the country’ ” (“Cultural” 293). D9 relates both simultaneously.
Matthew Steinglass well describes the film as a “vicious hard-eyed vision of the
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confrontation between dominant ethnicities and organizations and oppressed/managed
populations at the control points of refugee camps and ghettoes.”
D9, though also part-faux documentary and a drama, is primarily classed as a science
fiction film. Facilitated especially by sci-fi’s generic paradigms, it is an allegory for
contemporary South African xenophobia and also for apartheid itself. Rather than being a
work of future projection as most science fiction is, D9 begins in the past (1982) and then
moves into the immediate past/present of 2002. Its fixation with temporal concerns is
made manifest in the display of a stopwatch marking the sequence of the plot in a corner
of the screen for much of the movie. But the film is also place-specific—through sight
and sound, its first minute establishes Johannesburg as the setting. The effect of this is
that even while the text is allegorical, it cannot be misread with regard to time or place;
this film clearly explores postmillennial postapartheid South Africa.
The film has an intricate plot. In 1982, an alien spaceship, two and a half-kilometers in
diameter, descends to hover over Johannesburg. It stays there. Three months later, unable
to tolerate its stasis, the South African authorities invade the vessel. A serious situation
results: a million abject aliens spill out of the now-squalid conveyance. In an effort to
contain them, they are housed in a tent camp under the spaceship that proves more
permanent than expected; this is District 9. South Africans revile the alien creatures,
whose habits they find foul. They also come to fear them for their culture of ardent crime.
Twenty years later, in the film’s immediate time, the camp, now a slum, contains a
million and a half aliens who live in shacks. They share the enclosure with a gang of
ruthless Nigerians, with whom they develop a hostile trading economy.
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That relations between the triangulated groups—South Africans, aliens, and
Nigerians—become violent is unsurprising in terms of Galtung’s theory. He argues that a
predictor of revolutions is “[c]ontact between . . . disequilibriated groups,” and that
“[u]rbanization provides the medium for such contacts” (“Structural” 109). While the
critical situation precipitated by alien eviction in D9 is not a revolution in the traditional
sense (Marxist, for example), the film is a case study in violent “contact” facilitated by
“urbanization.”
In 2002, the authorities decide that the aliens must be moved in order to reduce
contact with humans. A company named “Multinational United” (MNU), the world’s
second-largest arms manufacturer, is hired to perform the evictions, and a gregarious,
earnest, but naive bureaucrat named Wikus van der Merwe, son-in-law of MNU’s
Managing Director Piet Smit, is named to administer operations. As he moves door-todoor trying to serve evictions, he supported in his task by MNU guards. For serious
enforcement, however, he calls on the enthusiastic First Response Battalion, a private
militia with whom MNU contracts. This special force is led by the ruthless Koobus
Venter, a “boy who [loves to] play with guns” (Embrace 618).
Wikus is exposed to an unidentified alien fluid while he is investigating a weapons
cache; he sickens and then begins morphing into an alien. When doctors realize what they
are witnessing, he is turned over to MNU, which takes him to their laboratory/torture
chamber to conduct tests on him—these torture him and involve making him torture and
kill aliens. The experiments soon prove MNU scientists’ hypothesis: Wikus’s DNA, at
this point in the metamorphosis, is perfectly balanced to give them the technology they
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need to use alien weaponry. Dividing his parts, they realize, would be more profitable
than he would be whole.
As MNU scientists attempt to carve him up (on his pitiless father-in-law’s
instruction), Wikus observes other forms of torture taking place in the laboratory.
Drawing on unprecedented strength, he manages to escape, but, being hybrid, has no
place to go. He insinuates his way through District 9’s looped barbed wire border, where
he takes shelter and forages. He establishes a relationship with an intelligent alien
(messianically) named Christopher Johnson, who is trying to restore the spaceship so that
the aliens can go home.
It was in Christopher’s shack that Wikus had found the vial of liquid, which was the
fuel that the aliens needed in order to access and activate their mothership; Christopher
had worked for twenty years in order to obtain a sufficient quantity. Christopher tells
Wikus that he can make him human again if they can access the craft, but to do so
requires the liquid, which Wikus knows is four floors underground at MNU headquarters.
In a daring attack facilitated by weapons purchased from the Nigerian gang, Wikus and
Christopher bomb and storm MNU offices and retrieve the vial. While they are there,
however, Johnson sees the corpse of a friend, and realizes for the first time that MNU is
torturing his “people.” This makes him more militant in his opposition to MNU.
Enraged about the torture, Johnson’s mission to return to his planet becomes more
urgent, and he plans to return home for help before attending to an increasingly desperate
Wikus. Wikus’s anger with Johnson sets in motion a protracted string of violent events
during which the MNU militia, the Nigerians, and the aliens do passionately thorough
damage to each other. At the end of the film, Johnson and his astute young son return to
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their planet; whether this is forever, or to return for Wikus, or to come back ready to
wage war against humans, no one knows. Koobus, who almost killed Wikus, is slain by
the remaining aliens, who appear to eat him. Wikus morphs fully into a prawn and lives
with the aliens in District 10. He has no form of direct access to his heartbroken wife, but
communicates his love for her by leaving a gift on her doorstep—a flower made of metal
scrap salvaged in the slum. This is the director’s personal cameo—“Blomkamp” means
“flower camp” in Afrikaans.
Wikus, with whom our sympathy finally lies, is branded by family and colleagues as
what Karl’s classmate Bennie would call a “verraaier” (Embrace 204), a traitor, for his
desertion of MNU’s causes and his allegiance with the aliens—what Wikus did, one
MNU employee says, “was like a betrayal.”
A quick comment on the name “District 9.” The film’s title alludes to an important
event in the apartheid legacy of eviction. From the late 1800s, there existed within Cape
Town’s city limits a neighborhood known as District Six; this was populated mostly by
South Africans of mixed blood, but also by blacks and whites.14 In 1966, the government
claimed the land for whites only. It offered four reasons: the undesirability of racial
interaction of any kind (a firm apartheid policy), the neighborhood’s allegedly decrepit
nature, its crime-riddenness, and its immorality in supporting such activities as
prostitution and gambling. In preparation for demolition, the government began evicting
residents; over 60 000 people were relocated to the city’s margins by the 1980s. There
has been some rehabilitation of the area, but the section’s destruction is an unforgotten
blight on South Africa’s already dark history. The “nine” of D9’s title suggests that there
14

The cardinal number in the film’s title is the symbol 9, not the word. However, the name
“District Six” is always represented by words.
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have been other evicted areas since District Six and it provokes the question of what
might have happened in Districts “Seven” and “Eight”; in doing so it suggests serial
injustice. It is now to District 10 that the aliens are to be moved. This is purportedly
“safer and better” and, ironically, it is also named “Serenity Park.” Late in the film,
however, Wikus protectively confesses to Christopher that District 10 is, in fact, a
concentration camp.
The “Prawns”
District 9 –dwellers are known locally as “prawns,” and are described as “bottomfeeders.” The primary association of the word “prawn” is with the omnivorous
crustaceans—scavengers—that live on ocean or freshwater floors. But for South
Africans, especially Johannesburgers, the term also refers to one of the most “other” of
insects, the large, odiferous, defiantly robust species of crustacean-like cricket that
appears in suburban gardens and homes; this reading is supported by an interview with an
“entomologist” in one of the faux-documentary sections of the film. From lived
experience—no holds barred on personal testimony here—I know that significant resolve
(no “sissy stuff”) was/is necessary on the part of the home’s designated prawn-evictor,
usually the man of the house in this gendered society, to engage with and evict the
despised creatures. The film’s conflation of crustacean and the cricket of South African
pop culture magnifies Blomkamp’s representation of the aliens’ distastefulness to South
Africans.
The representation of others/the other as low life forms, especially vermin, has been a
consistent feature of racist discourse. It is a form of cultural violence in that it justifies
direct and structural violence. The insect metaphor has an especially stark violence-
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related context in modern African history—Tutsis, immediate victims of Rwandan
genocide, were known by Hutus as inyenzi, or cockroaches.
Galtung says that the crux of “violence studies” is negotiating “two problems: the use
of violence and the legitimation of that violence” (“Cultural” 291) The film’s prawns,
judged by the values of “civilized” culture, seem to legitimate maltreatment, even
violence: vicious, seemingly seeking squalor as a preferred living environment,
indiscriminate in their diet (they hack and eat raw cows, chew and consume the tires of
military vehicles, and have a special craving for cat food in its cans); they urinate
hosepipe-size streams and vomit odorous black liquid both literally and proverbially on
their own doorsteps.
The film’s construction of the prawns as the “Other” is one of its destabilizing aspects,
and it facilitates the same “invidious comparison” (122) that Shaffer sees in Barbarians.
The representations of the prawns also set up a distinctly non-human other that validates
Galtung’s fierce argument that elevating one species as supreme over others is a form of
the “residual chosenness” (“Cultural” 298) that creates the binaries of worth that set some
apart from others and constructs the structural propensities for violence; for Galtung,
“respect for the sacredness of all life” is a precondition for peace (302). Because the
prawns are not human, the film can test such notions of social injustice and human rights
violation. In a way that is reminiscent of Kafka’s The Metamorphosis, the film asks if and
how we can find the generosity or logistical ingenuity to afford full rights to a nonhuman. It interrogates when, especially in the context of a study of violence, one does or
may stop viewing a creature as worthy of the same concern and respect that others
garner; in postcolonial parlance, it seeks to question which subalterns may be allowed to
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speak. Shaffer’s description of Barbarians as “powerfully anatomiz[ing] the difficulty
faced by even the most well-intentioned Self [even the viewer] in understanding and
valuing the Other” is apt if applied to D9 too (Shaffer 137).
Although it does so in a different way, then, D9 ponders the same issue that concerned
the magistrate in Barbarians, “the meaning of humanity” (Barbarians 115). Ironically,
“humanity,” a word suggesting a predisposition to affectiveness and kindness is not, in
this text, confined to the biological species that its name suggests; perversely and
indictingly for Homo sapiens, it is as a non-human that Wikus van der Merwe gains his
humanity and the viewer’s respect in place of ridicule.
Whites in District 9
Where on the hierarchy of topdog and underdog, of colonizer and subaltern, do D9’s
whites, of whom Wikus is at first one, fit in? Even in the postapartheid “rainbow nation,”
the whites in D9 appear as comfortable as ever—Wikus’s father-in-law, for example, is
part of MNU’s senior management team. Many of the film’s white commentators in the
documentary sections are, their positions imply, educated; ironically, testifying to
Mngxitama’s argument regarding a double standard in the reception of immigrants, many
of them bear foreign accents and names themselves. Wikus and his wife live in a
comfortable house in a middle-class suburb that is likely mostly white. Whites, the film
shows, are in less competition for scarce resources than other (South) Africans/aliens, and
are still topdogs in this social formation. It is appropriate then that the physical structures
with which they are associated stand taller than most others in Africa.
D9 frequently defers visually to the Johannesburg skyline, which, from almost any
angle, is characterized by two phallic edifices, the Hillbrow Tower and the penile Ponte
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City. Another important set of silhouettes in a view of the city is the Carlton Centre office
block and its neighbor, the Carlton Hotel. All these were constructed during apartheid,
the first as a communications apparatus, and the second as a fifty-four floor residential
development meant to offer urban European-style living to a sophisticated white
clientele. The other two are part of the Carlton Centre complex, a flagship central
business district commercial-leisure development. Its fifty-floor office block housed
prestigious tenants, a shopping mall, restaurants, an ice-rink, and a large parking garage,
and the inverted y-shaped hotel offered five-star facilities and some of city’s finest
eateries.
Most scenes involving whites privilege associations with these structures. Whites are
represented as proximate to the buildings or even the occupiers of them. Some of the
documentary commentators sit at desks behind which Ponte looms, while MNU is
headquartered in the Carlton Centre’s office block and hotel; its laboratory/torture
chamber is there too. The Carlton Center metaphorically even comes to the van der
Merwe household: the strange cake at Wikus’s promotion party is a model of MNU
headquarters. While the Nigerians and aliens operate from shacks on the margins of the
city, whites, this film’s visual rhetoric suggests, have smugly retained their positions at
commercial power’s center. In Lacanian terms, then, D9’s whites are closer to the
phallus, the locus of power, than any other group. During the film, Wikus and
Christopher bomb MNU headquarters—if the subaltern or underdog cannot gain access
to the phallus, the film suggests, he, she, or it, will, in desperation, become violent
enough to seek to destroy it. And, in a cycle of retributive direct, structural, and cultural
violence, the self-protective and reactive locus of privilege will then try to debilitate
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them.15 One of those that phallic power seeks to destroy, or, more accurately, to
deconstruct, is Wikus.
Wikus van der Merwe
Wikus’s name is important in terms of film’s reading. It is an uncommon first name
in South Africa and the most, perhaps only, famous South African bearing that name is
Wikus van Heerden, a Springbok rugby player, who is himself the son of the former
Springbok lock, Moaner van Heerden. The last name “van der Merwe,” however, is one
of the most common Afrikaner names in South Africa. The name therefore represents an
Afrikaner everyman, but in South African humor, it is also metonymic of white South
African self-irony and Afrikaner naiveté—for a South African, finding a “van der
Merwe” in a text provokes the question, “Is this a joke?” And in D9 it is, in terms of the
film’s irony. Wikus’s initial lack of urbanity is just that which attaches to the van der
Merwe of popular culture, but the tables are turned when Wikus, through his
metamorphosis, loses his risible innocence and comes to understand his culture’s
corruption and violence.
Though not much is made directly of the performance of masculinity in the film’s
script, the text’s representations do suggest that Wikus is conscious of the demands of the
masculinity of his society. For example, when one of his co-evictors wants to don a mask
15

The apartheid erections with which D9’s whites are associated are the physical
manifestations of a hubris that could not sustain itself. The Hillbrow Tower is now redundant in
purpose and unused. Ponte City is believed to be a hub of the city’s Nigerian gang community;
purportedly, crime in the building is rampant, and its cylindrical core is piled floors-high with
trash. In discussion regarding rehabilitating the building, there was talk that it might function well
as a high-rise prison. The Carlton Hotel, officially abandoned, now homes squatters. The office
block, however, is the headquarters of the powerful Transnet, a port, pipeline, and rail company
mostly owned by the state. These details are consistent with end of the film, when the aliens
appear to ingest Koobus’s body; they reveal that the phallus, in the forms in which we know it, is
not invulnerable.
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on entering an alien shack, he discourages him, saying “only sissies wear masks.” This
proves ironic because Wikus might have avoided his change of state had he worn
protective clothing. But Wikus also shows a capacity for creativity and affectivity that is
channeled into making disarming homemade gifts for his wife. In the context of the
patterns identified in this study, the sensitivity in Wikus that permits easy expression of
love and creativity may mean that he has a capacity for overaffectiveness; it may even
predict that he is a loose hatch on the armored vehicle of neo-apartheid ideology. This is,
perhaps, what a co-worker means when he says that there was always something “not
quite kosher about Mr. van der Merwe.”
Much of D9 offers scenes of direct violence that are unsubtle in their audacity, indeed
almost unbearable in their intensity and protractedness. There are many violations of
“survival needs,” like killing, and causing pain and misery; these include shoot-outs,
torture, and bombings, and the abortion/destruction of prawn fetuses/eggs by heating
them on their bovine host carcasses until they explode “like a popcorn.” The destruction
of gestating aliens is, in terms of Galtung’s theory, an example of the kind of direct
violence “where means of realization are not withheld, but directly destroyed”
(“Violence” 169); one of the quintessential means of a species’ realization is its ability to
reproduce. As suggested in Chapter Two of this project, there are few better literary
symbols of unrealized potential than the dead unborn.
Aliens lose their children through other kinds of violence too. If a parent prawn has no
official permit for a youngster, the “child” is taken into custody and spends the remainder
of its life in a box. The violation of “identity needs,” here through detention and
desocialization, is a form of direct violence, but Wikus’s threat to remove the young
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prawn from its father is couched in structural violence too, most especially in the
language of the law. Anthropologists Jean and John Comaroff argue that in a
“postcolony,” despite “endemic disorder,” the law and its “ways and means” are often
“fetishise[d]” (133). In electing a van der Merwe figure as the prime agent of using law
as a threat to maintain order, D9 satirizes such postcolonial fetishization.
While they do not define a “postcolony,” the Comaroffs do explain what “disorder” in
the “postcolony” often looks like. The Johannesburg represented in D9 approaches this
pathological situation: the “ruling regime” has
ceded [its] monopoly over coercion to private contractors, who plunder
and enforce at [its] behest . . . the reach of the state [becomes] uneven and
the landscape a palimpsest of contested sovereignties, a complex
choreography of police and paramilitaries, private and community
enforcement, gangs and vigilantes, highwaymen and outlaw armies. Here
. . . no means of communication is authoritative: “dark rumours” flash
signs of inchoate danger lurking beneath the banal surface of things,
danger made real by sudden, graphic assaults on person and property.
What is more, capricious violence often sediments into distressingly
predictable patterns of wounding [like rape] . . . Yet zones of deregulation
are also spaces of opportunity, inventiveness, unrestrained profiteering.”
(136)
While MNU is the most powerful macrocosmic agent of “unrestrained profiteering,”
it is D9’s Nigerians who seize a space for “opportunity, inventiveness” and their own
kind of unfettered extortion.
The Nigerians in District 9
The Nigerian gang in the film triangulates the text’s aggressions and violences. Led
by a vicious overlord, these Africans, also aliens in this xenophobic society, traffic in
lethal weapons, some of which are “alien,” and the vending of addictive cat food at
“exorbitant prices”; this reads as a metaphor for drug-dealing. Compounding the
representation of their corruption, the Nigerians are cannibals of human flesh, which they
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believe will heal them of all ills, and they seek to consume alien flesh so that they can use
alien weapons. Further, they pimp inter-species sex.
By representing Nigerians as such, D9 does not itself escape participating in a
constellation of structural and cultural violences; the film is a kind of “basic insult to
human[s]” that Galtung calls violence. It is a national affront too: the name of the gang’s
twisted leader, Obasanjo, is also the last name of a man who was twice Nigeria’s
president. As such, the antiracist, and antixenophobic ethos of the text is complicated and
undermined by this subplot.
But even by just using an African setting to tell this story, D9 steps into an ethical
minefield. It critiques the violences in postapartheid South Africa, and in doing so,
unequivocally dystopianizes its setting. There’s a rub to doing so. While it is enormously
important to view postapartheid society critically, to dystopianize the country and the
continent is to easily become implicated in a tradition of racist and colonialist
representations of Africa; Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, Chinua Achebe believes,
is one of these.
Opponents of the film have, for these reasons, been vocal. But the criticism of
Blomkamp’s representation of the Nigerians parallels another scandal of representation in
postapartheid South Africa that is of interest especially to a textual studies scholar, that
which coalesced around Coetzee’s Disgrace (1999). In this novel, an independent young
white woman is brutally raped by a group of disadvantaged black youths. As a result,
Coetzee has been accused of tendering a rape narrative that perpetuates colonial and
apartheid stereotyping of black men as sexually rampant and a danger to the virtue and
safety of white women, and to the purity of white blood. Disgrace’s critics include the
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South African government: Jeff Radebe, Minister of Public Enterprises argued before the
South African Human Rights Commission in 2000 that in the novel, Coetzee
“ ‘represents as brutally as he can the white people’s perception of the postapartheid
black man . . . without the restraining leash around the neck that the European had been
obliged to place in the interests of both the native and society’ ” (qtd. in Graham 13).
Although Coetzee has not commented publicly on this charge or on the motivations for
his self-imposed exile, some have attributed his emigration to Australia to this accusation.
Exacerbating the charges of colonialist racism is the fact that Disgrace, even though it is
recognized by scholars as an allegory, invites a realistic reading of Coetzee’s work in a
way that no other novel he has ever written has done.
D9 could hardly be read as realist, but its Nigerians are clearly identified as such by
the director himself on his voice-over commentary of the film. Here he lightly apologizes
for any offence he will cause. Nevertheless, even with Coetzee’s experience to draw on,
he has persisted in including representations that are problematic; it therefore seems that
his text is xenophobic itself, and is disrespectful of the extratextual contexts in which it
functions. In the context of the controversies generated by Coetzee’s and Blomkamp’s
representations, we might even read the disgorging of aliens and the resulting problem of
their containment in D9 as a metaphor for narrative itself: as Elizabeth Costello, the aging
novelist who is the protagonist of Coetzee’s novel of the same name, says, storytelling is
like “a bottle with a genie in it. When the storyteller opens the bottle, the genie is released
into the world, and it costs all hell to get him back in again” (167).
But it also “costs all hell” to rebottle violence once there are those trained and willing
to perform it, and this was the case with the soldiers, especially the special forces, of the
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SADF when the institution changed its ethos and priorities during the dismantling of
apartheid. Its highly trained fighters no longer had a purpose, and sought both
employment and an outlet for their aggression. As a result of and concomitant with
alarming rates of crime and corruption in the country, there was a proliferation of private
militias. In D9, MNU has contracted with the mercenary First Response Battalion, under
Koobus’s control. Like Adriaan Heijns of Springbok rugby management at Kamp
Staaldraad, Koobus might well have been “a former special services operator from the
apartheid era” (second epigraph of this chapter).
Koobus Venter: A Springbok “player”
Galtung says that one condition of direct violence is that “[t]here is a well-specified
task to be done, that of doing bodily harm unto others, and there are persons available to
do it” (“Structural” 174). In D9, the First Response Battalion (“cowboys,” according to
Wikus) is comprised of those most willing to inflict somatic violence. The most vicious
of MNU’s violent proxies is Koobus, whose name and accent suggest that he is an
Afrikaner. A ruthless, tightly wound, and experienced soldier and killer, he is confident,
fearless, and perverse: “I love watching prawns die,” he says. Observing the
hypermasculinity and violent culture associated with the MNU militia, the representation
of Koobus, the text’s South African setting, and with the weight of the argument
undergirding this study coalescing in my mind, I noticed that, unsurprisingly, the film
uses Springboks to metonymize violences: the uniform of Koobus and the MNU
mercenaries bears a prominent stylized springbok head on its sleeve and collar. The First
Response Battalion’s armed vehicles bear the same springbok logo.
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The specific vehicles associated with MNU in the film are its helicopters and Casspirs.
As discussed in Chapter Four, in both July’s People and Embrace, helicopters are used as
a metaphor for and a metonym of a violent and repressive state apparatus. While the
ownership of the helicopter in Gordimer’s novel is ambivalent, the overwhelmingly
powerful craft in Behr’s text unequivocally belongs to the South African military and is
thus a material appendage of South Africa’s crushing state apparatus; it is also
metonymic of other such apparatuses.
Casspirs are similarly synecdochal. These conveyances, developed for the SADF,
were first used in the late 1970s as landmine-protected troop carriers. Early models bear a
strange geometry of the hood and a menacingly alien look. A modified but still
intimidating version of the Casspir also came to be used in the townships for riot control.
Because of their use and ubiquity during the last twenty years of apartheid, the vehicles
came to metonymize the apartheid regime’s kragdadigheid (repressive might);
symbolically, they are a literary symbol that parallels Paton’s representation of the oxwagon in Phalarope. It is the image of a Casspir that I have in mind when I argue
metaphorically that Patrick in Pigs, Karl in Embrace, even Pieter in Phalarope, all in
some sense verraaiers, betrayers, are “loose hatch[es] on the armored vehicle of apartheid
thinking.”
In D9, MNU, its ruthless agents and apparatus are, through the springbok logo that
they sport, marked as associated with the constellation of meanings of the springbok in
South African culture, the most high profile of which was rugby. Reciprocally, the
springbok signifier, under which rugby falls, is indicted through its links with MNU. The
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MNU logo itself, like the enduring name and symbol of the South African rugby team, is
a residual symbol of apartheid nationalism.
In this, Blomkamp’s representation ties into a distinct and consistent trope of literary
representations that overtly and covertly show rugby to be an important facet of South
African culture, especially the white, male, Afrikaner culture that was/is related to
Afrikaner nationalism and power, and the violence of the apartheid state.
Conclusion
This study has tackled some representations of rugby in South African texts and has
shown that the South African writers and filmmakers whose works have been discussed
here use the game and its associations to relate (in the sense of both “to narrate” and “to
connect”) other forms of violence in South African society. Essentially, rugby is used as a
metonym for other kinds of violence.
As a result, the literary and theoretical texts used in this study clearly indict rugby and
that with which it is associated, especially masculinity, and/or Afrikaner nationalism. As
such, it is appropriate in the conclusion to this project to give voice to a South African
woman of color, who is likely to have been marginalized by all three.
Rozena Maart, in a mere one page in The Writing Circle (2008), pinpoints rugby’s
hypermasculinist culture and concomitant insider-outsider nature. Maart’s narrator in this
section is Amina, a widowed Muslim woman, who has been the victim of sexual abuse
and subjected to a stern Islamic patriarchy. Unhappy about how her son Abdullah is
treated by members of his school rugby team, she decides to confront his teacher, who
condones the boys’ “display of masculinity” (190) and bullying, which she finds
“appalling.” Amina knows that “[r]ugby boys have their own code of conduct,” but she
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resists “hav[ing her] son treated as though his gentleness was a problem and would affect
the way the opposing team saw them, as they suggested, when they shouted at him during
half time, or taunted him when the opposing team had the ball.” And then she tellingly
hints at Abdullah’s “sissy stuff,” his effeminacy, which reviles homophobic males and
which, Sedgwick believes may be a predictor of later homosexuality:
Abdullah plays an excellent game, and references to his interest in fashion
and design should not be used as criteria to kick him off the team . . . or
ask him to play then place him on the bench for most of the game. Mr.
Adams was sympathetic, but I had the feeling that deep down inside he
thought the treatment Abdullah received would “make him a man”—as he
often suggested, according to Abdullah—part of the spiritual uplifting he
preached, thus arousing a desire for unnecessary aggression.
Amina’s support of her son’s creativity and affectivity is a sharp contrast to the
disfavor her late husband showed to this “gentle boy”: “I have no desire to transform the
sensitivity, or remain silent, as I did in the days when [his father] was alive and tormented
and ridiculed him, even though he was so young.” In the context of this dissertation,
when Amina says that “Abdullah could not defend himself against a father who was
ashamed that he had a son who was gentle,” we cannot but think back to Patrick Winter,
Karl De Man, and especially to Pieter van Vlaanderen, who “had something of the
woman in him, and the father none at all until it was too late.”
As the whistle blows on this project, I hope to stay on/in the field. I plan to expand
the last chapter of this study by relating the discussion on Barbarians to violences in
other work by Coetzee, and, after the section on D9, to representations of rugby that are
more diverse and subliminal; South African advertisements, it seems, offer much such
material.
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I also anticipate giving more attention to South African texts relating to rugby. While
most of my material is relatively contemporary, new texts that support the arguments
made in this project are still appearing. Jacques Pauw’s Little Ice Cream Boy (2009), for
example, also represents the implication of masculinity, Afrikaner nationalism, and
rugby, and uses rugby as a metonym for other violences. A study of his book might
enhance this dissertation and support its argument with only minimal, if any,
modification of its theoretical material. I am also interested in looking at the relatively
rare representations of rugby in South African literature by women. While those that I
have found do not scrutinize Afrikaner nationalism, they do profoundly explore
masculinity and a range of violences that relate to sport. One example is Marguerite
Poland’s Iron Love, a sensitive young adult novel that is set just before the First World
War. This the story of a rugby team in a South African boys’ boarding school; “iron
love” is the boys’ strong but suppressed love of all kinds. Looking beyond rugby to sport
in South African literature more generally, especially in the context of the school story,
would likely be fruitful too: another South African novel, Bryce Courtenay’s The Power
of One, might prove useful to such a project. It relates the bullying and widespread
corporal punishment that takes place in large part within the context of a boarding school
informed by the British public school model; Courtenay’s protagonist, PK, is, however, a
boxer. Even more compelling is Sheila Kohler’s Cracks, set around a girls’ swimming
team. This narrative plunges deep to explore a girls’ school culture that provokes
horrifying violence. This text is especially interesting because it is rare that women and
such sports as swimming are represented as generating a violent culture.
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However, one of largest projects that I anticipate undertaking as a result of the work
done on this dissertation centers on representations of violence in the South African
literature that is specifically focused on Johannesburg. While I still need to develop the
details and scope of such a study, I know that it will have broad temporal range—Cry, the
Beloved Country (1948) and Ralph Ziman’s film Jerusalema (2008), and many texts
written between the years that they were, are preoccupied with that theme.
* * * * *
Galtung, contemplating the essential challenges of Peace Studies, asks when “the
culture, particularly the deep culture, [has] sufficient plasticity . . . for the culture to be
moulded, reshaped? In times of crises? After a deep trauma has been inflicted, including
the deep trauma of inflicting deep traumas on others?” (“Cultural” 304). Of this, he says,
“[w]e know little except that these are crucial questions.”
South Africa is a place deeply scarred by the cycle of traumas and violences. Perhaps
we may receive clues to the answers of such “crucial questions” by persisting in trying to
tackle literary representations of all kinds, including rugby.
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APPENDIX A
SOME IMPORTANT MOMENTS IN SOUTH AFRICAN HISTORY SINCE 1652
1652: The VOC (Dutch East India Company) founds a rest station at the Cape. From
then on, wars with indigenous inhabitants are frequent, but cooperative
relationships and interracial marriages occur too. The Cape was the first of the
four provinces of the territory known later as the Union of South Africa and then
the Republic of South Africa to be settled by Europeans.
1680s: Huguenot settlers, fleeing European religious persecution, begin to arrive at the
Cape.
1796: The British wrest control of the territory from Dutch. The Dutch take it back in
1803, but lose it again in 1806.
1820: A significant wave of English settlers arrives at the Cape. They disperse
somewhat, but most elect urban lifestyles and follow trades.
1838: The Boers, fleeing British hegemony bolstered by the 1820 settlers and British
abolition of slavery, embark on the Great Trek into the interior of what is now
known as South Africa. The trip’s toils are formative in molding the Boer psyche
into valuing toughness and determination.
1839: The short-lived Natalia Republic, a Boer territory, is established.
1843: The British conquer and annex Natal(ia), which became the most culturally
English of the four provinces that comprised South Africa from Union in 1910
until 1994. British control again prompts Boers to trek away from the area.
1852: The Boers establish the Transvaal Republic, which was known as the Transvaal
between 1910 and 1994.

268

1854: The area that became known as the Orange Free State, another province, is hotly
contested by British, Boer, and black South Africans until the Boers assumed its
control in this year. This and the Transvaal became the most culturally Afrikaner
of the four provinces.
1875: Afrikaans, as opposed to Dutch, is promoted as the language of the Boers. The
first Afrikaans dictionaries and grammar texts appear this year with the support of
the Genootskap van Regte Afrikaners (“Society of Real Afrikaners”).
1878: Though not published then, parts of the scriptures are translated into Afrikaans.
1895: Leander Starr Jameson and cronies attempt to overthrow Paul Kruger’s Transvaal
Boer government by inciting British inhabitants to insurrection; this fails but
significantly stresses already straining Boer-British relations.
1899-1902: The South African Wars [Anglo-Boer Wars] between the English and the
Boer Republics cause massive suffering. Boer farms are scorched, and the Boers,
as well as many South Africans of color, are interred in British concentration
camps. This experience becomes one of the governing traumas of Afrikaner
experience.
1910: The Cape, Orange Free State, Natal, and Transvaal join to become the Union of
South Africa.
1912: The South African Native Congress is formed.
1915: On the Allies’ behalf, South African troops conquer German South West Africa.
1916: The Broderbond (League/Band/Bond of Brothers), a secret society for men of the
Afrikaner elite, is formed. This becomes the epicenter of apartheid patriarchy: the
organization directs the country politically, economically, socially, and culturally.
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1917: The South African Native Congress becomes the African National Congress
(ANC).
1920: As stipulated in the Treaty of Versailles, the League of Nation awards South
Africa a mandate over South West Africa. The territory is administered politically
as a kind of fifth province, but its culture does not significantly permeate South
Africa’s.
1928: A new flag showing South Africa’s European heritage is flown.
1936: “Die Stem van Suid Afrika,” the white South African national anthem under
apartheid, is sung alongside “God Save the Queen.”
1948: The Afrikaner-led National Party wins the general election. Its policies and
practices include the promotion of Afrikaner interests, freedom from British rule
through an independent republic, and apartheid. While laws hostile to South
Africans of color are already in place, the new government begins passing the
complex web of laws comprising apartheid.
1952: The Defiance Campaign against apartheid is implemented under ANC leadership.
The date is chosen to coincide with European settlement in 1652.
1955: The Congress of the People is established and the Freedom Charter is adopted.
1957: “Die Stem” becomes South Africa’s only national anthem.
1959: The Pan Africanist Congress (PAC), a breakaway group of the ANC, is founded.
1960: South Africa leaves the British Commonwealth and introduces its own currency;
the ANC and PAC are banned.
1961: The Sharpeville Massacre takes place: sixty-nine black people protesting the
apartheid pass laws are killed by police and about one hundred and eighty are
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injured during a peaceful protest near a police station in the Transvaal. The
country is shocked. Armed resistance against apartheid begins.
1963: Nelson Mandela, along with other dissidents, is imprisoned with a life sentence
for having conspired to bring down apartheid through the use of violence against
the regime and for perceived communist leanings.
1969: Black Consciousness leader and anti-apartheid activist Steve Biko and others
form the South African Students Congress.
1966-1989: South Africa fights a long border war against factions from South West
Africa-Namibia and Angola. This is orchestrated and exacerbated by a complex of
Cold War alliances and is particularly intense in the late 1980s. A generation of
young white men, for whom military service is mandatory, is physically and
mentally traumatized by combat and complicity in killing.
1973: This year is characterized by labor unrest and talk of unionization of black
workers.
1975: Mozambique and Angola become independent of Portuguese colonial rule.
1976: The Soweto Uprising begins as black schoolchildren protest the use of Afrikaans
as a medium of instruction in black schools.
1977: Steve Biko dies at police hands while in detention.
1979: Prime Minister P. W. Botha tells whites to “Adapt or Die.” The reform process
begins, but the apartheid government is still deeply repressive.
1983: The Tricameral Parliament brings coloreds and Indians into the political process.
The “End Conscription” campaign begins.
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1984: The United Democratic Front (UDF) is founded to oppose the reform process and
Tricameral Parliament: this was the biggest federation of anti-apartheid
organizations in history.
1985: COSATU (the Congress of South African Trade Unions) is founded.
1985 to late 1980s: The government declares various States of Emergency that both
respond to and precipitate violence within the country. Severe measures,
including detention without trial and censorship, pervade South African life.
1980: After a protracted bush war in which the South African military was involved,
white-ruled Rhodesia becomes postcolonial Zimbabwe. The cordon sanitaire of
South Africa’s white-ruled neighbors no longer exists.
1989-1990: Namibia (South West Africa) transitions into independence.
1990: Political organizations like the ANC, PAC, and South African Communist Party
are unbanned. Nelson Mandela and other political prisoners are released from
prison, and negotiation on dismantling apartheid and the peaceful transfer of
power to the majority begins.
1993: Black leader Chris Hani is assassinated by a representative of a far-right wing
organization. The atmosphere is incendiary, but Mandela’s leadership averts
disaster.
1994: South Africa’s first multiracial democratic elections take place. A new
government, a new flag, and a new anthem (now a hybrid of the African hymn
and song of solidarity Nkosi Sikilel i’Africa, and Die Stem) rally the “rainbow
nation.” Mandela assumes the presidency.
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1995: The Rugby World Cup in South Africa is won by the home team. In a transient
but awe-inspiring moment, most South Africans, following the lead of their new
President, unite proudly for a common cause.
1996: The Truth and Reconciliation hearings begin. South Africans, especially whites,
are horrified when confronted with transparent proof of the nature and scope of
the apartheid enterprise’s violences.
2008: Pogromic violence erupts in the black townships in response to the presence of
millions of black African legal and illegal immigrants.
2010: The FIFA World Cup soccer tournament is successfully staged in South Africa;
most South Africans respond as hosts with pride and enthusiasm.
2012: An important political and economic power in Africa, South Africa, still
enamored with sport, struggles to overcome both apartheid’s legacies and the
effects of neocolonialism. Some of the country’s most significant challenges now
include an extraordinarily high rate of violence (rape and murder, for example),
unemployment, corruption, xenophobia, and the suffering and economic
devastation wreaked by HIV/AIDS.
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APPENDIX B
Invictus
by William Ernest Henley
Out of the night that covers me,
Black as the pit from pole to pole,
I thank whatever gods may be
For my unconquerable soul.
In the fell clutch of circumstance
I have not winced nor cried aloud.
Under the bludgeonings of chance
My head is bloody but unbowed.
Beyond this place of wrath and tears
Looms but the horror of the shade,
And yet the menace of the years
Finds, and shall find, me unafraid.
It matters not how strait the gate,
How charged with punishments the scroll,
I am the master of my fate:
I am the captain of my soul. (1875, published 1888)
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